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In 2015, bird nerd Noah Strycker of Oregon became the 
first human to see more than half of the planet’s bird species in a 
single, year-long, round-the-world birding trip. Noah will tell us 

Birding Without Borders: An Epic World “Big Year”

“My Passion for Birds 
Takes Flight”

   (Diana is a sophomore at Fox Chapel Area High School.)

By Diana Crookston
One of the best experiences of my life began in sixth grade 

without my even knowing it. When I registered and walked into 
the Birdz Camp at Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, I was kind 
of nervous. I didn’t know anyone else, and I didn’t know that much 
about birds either. However, I was greeted with a warm smile 
from Mr. VanNewkirk, one of the co-teachers (or as he told us to 
call him, “Mr. Van”), given binoculars and the immediate sense of 
belonging. 

Throughout the camp, I became less shy, made friends, and 
was introduced to the amazing world of birds. Small gray birds no 
longer became nameless and ordinary, but grew to be identified 
such as the Dark-eyed Junco. I also noticed more detail about 
birds, like the shiny eyes and talon-like feet of a crow, and its 
delicate obsidian wings and beak. We were exposed to new species 
and birding places, as well as having fun playing new games such 

CHILLY QUEST – Noah Strycker, our October 4 speaker, has 
subtitled his new book “an Obsession, a Quest, and the Biggest 
Year in the World.” Here he is pictured in Antarctica, one of the 
chilliest spots in his year-long quest for a birding record.

BRIGHT BEGINNING – Diana Crookston was entranced with 
her experience as an intern for the National Aviary’s popular 
Neighborhood Nestwatch project. Here she admires one of the 
brightest birds she encountered, a Rose-breasted Grosbeak. 

about his amazing global adventures at the Three Rivers Birding 
Club meeting on Wednesday, October 4.

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.

Noah set a world Big Year record in 2015, and his book 
about the experience, Birding Without Borders, will be released 
in October 2017. Anything could have happened on his odyssey, 
and a lot did. He was scourged by blood-sucking leeches, suffered 
fevers and sleep deprivation, survived airline snafus and car 
breakdowns and mudslides and torrential floods, skirted war zones, 
and had the time of his life. 

Birding on seven continents and carrying only a pack on his 
back, Noah enlisted the enthusiastic support of local birders to tick 
more than 6,000 species, including Adélie Penguins in Antarctica, 
a Harpy Eagle in Brazil, a Spoon-billed Sandpiper in Thailand, and 
a Green-breasted Pitta in Uganda. He shared the adventure in real 
time on his daily blog (audubon.org/noah), and now he reveals the 
inside story. This humorous and inspiring presentation about his 
epic World Big Year will leave you with a new appreciation for the 
birds and birders of the world. 

Noah, age 31, is Associate Editor of Birding magazine, the 
author of two well-regarded books about birds, and a regular 

http://www.3rbc.org
http://audubon.org/noah
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President’s Message

The Quest to Find No.7
By Bob VanNewkirk

 In an August 2013 Birding magazine article “The 10 Most-
Wanted Birds in North America,” author Matt Mendenhall based 
his list on nearly 900 survey responses he received. Kirtland’s 
Warbler came in at No.7. Since this species has been protected 
under the Endangered Species Act since 1973, it has become a very 
high priority for birders to seek out. So, when my friends, Karyn 
and Ray Delaney, proposed organizing a four-day Michigan Lower 
Peninsula trip beginning June 12 to search for a Kirtland’s Warbler, 
six other birding buddies jumped at the opportunity to make the 
478-mile trip to our destination − Grayling, the main location of 
this warbler’s breeding grounds. 

The first day’s plan was for the three cars of birders to drive 
to Saginaw where we would check into our motel, have a leisurely 
dinner together, and then visit the Shiawassee National Wildlife 
Refuge that was close by. This 9,800-acre refuge features an array 
of habitats such as fields, forests, wetlands, and open water. We 
decided to drive the 7.5-mile self-guided auto tour route.

Our two-hour drive netted 38 species including a Mute Swan, 
a Wood Duck, a Northern Pintail, a pair of Pied-billed Grebes, 
5 Sandhill Cranes, 4 immature Black-crowned Night-Herons, 6 
Black Terns, 50 Double-crested Cormorants, 14 Killdeer, and many 
Yellow Warblers, Common Yellowthroats, and Tree Swallows. One 
of our most incredible discoveries was approximately 250 Great 
Egrets roosting in three side-by-side tall trees in the marsh. They 
were counted by two people to validate the sheer numbers. 

We began our second day by driving to Hartwick Pines State 
Park in Grayling. Karyn made reservations for us to be guided 
to a prime Kirtland’s breeding site. Since we arrived earlier than 
expected to meet with our guide, a Michigan Audubon volunteer, 
we explored a trail leading through a hardwood forest made up of 
white pines, American beech and a variety of maple trees. 

The diversity of bird calls and songs, especially of warblers 
along the trail − Mourning, Black-throated Green, Ovenbird, and 
Pine − caught our attention, as did the vocalizations of Red-
breasted Nuthatches, a Broad-winged Hawk, a Hermit Thrush, 
Blue-headed and Red-eyed Vireos, and Scarlet Tanagers. In one 
forest opening, we found six Evening Grosbeaks foraging at the 
top of a tall tree. At the visitor center’s feeders, we watched Rose-
breasted Grosbeaks compete with squirrels for sunflower seeds.  

Two hours later we met up with Bryant Eddy, our guide, who 
provided us with a very interesting lecture about the Kirtland’s 
Warbler ecology and led us on a bird walk. He explained that 
the bird was named after Jarred Kirtland, an Ohio doctor, but it’s 
also called the “jack pine warbler” due to its total reliance on a 
habitat of young jack pines. Scientists are not sure how the warbler 
evolved this relationship. 

But come every spring, Kirtland’s Warblers travel from their 
winter range in the Bahamas to Michigan to breed in the large 
forested jack pine tracts mainly consisting of young trees 3-12 feet 
tall. Since they are ground nesters, the young trees provide good 
cover. Around the trees, blueberries spread over the sandy ground. 
The berries ripen in July and provide good food for birds. Jack 
pines that are older and taller are ignored by these picky breeders. 

Because of this special attraction to young trees, land 
managers had to determine how to maintain such a stand. They 
eventually realized that these trees could be regenerated only 
through controlled fires. When the mature trees are set ablaze, over 

time the cones will release seeds to grow a new generation.  But 
controlled fires are fraught with risks; for example, a prescribed 
burn in 1981 went far out of control, charred 25,000 acres, and 
destroyed many homes. Today land managers clearcut and harvest 
older trees and mechanically re-plant about 4,000 acres of young 
pines each year. Thanks to this vital conservation action plan, 
the Kirtland’s Warbler has slowly begun to recover. There were 
only 167 breeding pairs about 30 years ago, and current estimates 
number around 2,000 pairs. 

Following the presentation, we caravanned to our birding site 
and pulled off the road. On both sides of the highway stood acres of 
dense jack pines interspersed with some deciduous trees. With high 
expectations we filed behind Bryant on a sandy path. A Kirtland’s 
is large as warblers go – almost seven inches long. It has a bright 
yellow breast with black streaky sides and a grayish-blue head and 
back. We attuned our ears to listen for the male’s loud, emphatic 
call and song. Usually males sing from the tips of branches, 
sometimes even from tree tops. Our first warbler sightings were 
those of Palm and Nashville, but soon we heard and zeroed in on a 
Kirtland’s perched only momentarily in a dead tree. As we trekked 
on, at least six other males were clearly heard, but only snatches 
of looks were made or none at all. In a “game” of hide-and-seek, 
Kirtland’s played quite well, much to our chagrin. 

Our guide sensed our discouragement and recommended 

continued on page  4
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Outings to Come

Fall Outings Will Include
Our Annual 3RBC Picnic

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director
Friday, September 1 – Sewickley Heights Park: In 

collaboration with the Fern Hollow Nature Center, Sheree 
Daugherty (shereedaugherty@gmail.com) will lead this bird walk 
starting at 8:00 AM in the upper parking lot. See the 3RBC website 
for directions to the park (www.3rbc.org). 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. 

Sunday, September 3 – 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. We will 
meet at the Rachel Carson parking lot near the pond. Please note 
this is not the soccer field parking lot. As you enter the park, bear 
right and proceed to the parking lot at the end of the road. Dress 
for wet grass and mud. Previous fall outings have produced a nice 
variety of fall migrants, including warblers, and vireos.

 
Friday, September 8 – Sewickley Heights Park: See the 

September 1 listing for details.
 
Saturday, September 16 – Deer Lakes Regional Park: 

Todd Hooe and Oliver Lindhiem will lead this outing focusing on 
fall migrants (warblers, flycatchers, vireos, etc.) at this under-
birded park. The outing will begin at 7:30 AM and run until about 
11:30 AM. We will meet in the lot at these GPS coordinates: 
40.618722, -79.815371. From Creighton-Russelton Road, enter the 
park (Kurn Road), drive by two ponds on the right, then turn right 
and proceed to the last parking lot. We will hike approximately 
4 miles. Although the trails are fairly well maintained, dress for 
possible wet grass, mud, and rainfall.

 
Sunday, September 17 – Presque Isle State Park: Join Bob 

VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; email van126@comcast.net) at one 
of the state’s prime locations for seeing fall migrants. Meet at 8:30 
AM in the first parking lot (Vista 1) on the right as you enter the 
park. The park is at the north end of Route 832 just west of the city 
of Erie. Bring a lunch.

 
Saturday, October 7 − Dead Man’s Hollow: Meet David 

Yeany (814-221-4361) at 8:00 AM for a return trip to the 
Allegheny Land Trust’s Dead Man’s Hollow, which is south of 
Port Vue in Liberty Borough. NOTE: This year we will start 
at a different location at the Scene Ridge Road parking area. 
Directions: Go south on Liberty Way out of Port Vue then turn 
left at Scene Ridge Road, go past Douglas Way, and at the next 
intersection (River Ridge Road comes in from the north) turn left 
and travel to the end of the road to the parking area. If while on 
Scene Ridge Road, you get to Jeffery / Overlook Drive, you went 
too far.

David will take us along the Cool Spirit Trail down to the 
main hollow through a mixed oak forest that includes small stream 
crossings. A steep trail back to top will complete the loop. 

GPS coordinates to the parking area: 40.320616, -79.857135. 
Here is a map of the Dead Man’s Hollow trails: tinyurl.com/
Hollow-trails.

Sunday, October 8 − Frick Park: Jack and Sue Solomon 
(412-521-3365) will lead this walk in Frick Park, starting at 8:00 
AM. We will meet at the newly rebuilt Frick Environmental 
Center at 2005 Beechwood Boulevard in Squirrel Hill. Frick can 
be an excellent migrant trap and, as usual, we hope for lots of fall 
warblers. 

  
Sunday, October 8 − Pymatuning Area: Meet leader Bob 

VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; email van126@comcast.net) at 
8:00 AM at the former site of the Pymatuning Wildlife Learning 
Center (Waterfowl Museum), 12590 Hartstown Road in Linesville 
(GPS 41.635779, -80.436634) for this all-day outing. Plenty 
of waterfowl, Bald Eagles, and migrant songbirds should be 
around. Arrangements will be made to have lunch at the Spillway 
Inn for those who are interested.

 
Sunday, October 22 – 3RBC Picnic at Moraine State 

Park: Mark your calendar for our annual picnic and bird walk. 
We will meet at 8:30 AM in the Day Use Area (South Shore) in 
the first large parking lot on the right. After the morning outing, 
we will have the pot-luck picnic at a pavilion near McDanel’s 
boat launch. Please bring a dish that will serve 4-6 people to 
share. Directions: From I-79, take Route 422 east toward Butler 
and exit at the Moraine State Park exit. At the end of the ramp, 
turn left and go straight into the park until you see the first 
major parking area on your right. Allow one hour driving from 
Pittsburgh.

 
Saturday, November 4 – Yellow Creek State Park: 

This outing will be a joint outing of 3RBC and the Todd Bird 
Club. Meet Margaret Higbee (724-354-3493) at the park office at 
8:00 AM. The park office is on Route 259 just off Route 422 east 
of Indiana. Allow an hour and a half to drive from Pittsburgh. The 
park has a wide array of habitats and a large lake that attracts a 
great variety of waterbirds and sometimes exciting rarities.

Sunday, November 19 − Moraine State Park: We will 
gather at 8:00 AM in the Day Use Area (South Shore) in the first 
parking lot on the right. This will be a leaderless outing. See the 
October 22 listing for directions. Waterfowl and late fall migrants 
make this outing a highlight of the season. Allow one hour driving 
from Pittsburgh.

contributor of photography and articles to all major bird magazines 
as well as other media.  Strycker has studied birds on six continents 
with field seasons in Panama, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Hawaii, Maine, 
Michigan, Australia, Antarctica, the Galapagos Islands, and the 
Farallon Islands. He also works as a naturalist guide on expedition 
cruises to Antarctica and Norway’s Svalbard archipelago, literally 
spreading the inspiration of birds from pole to pole.

His first book, Among Penguins, chronicles a field season 
working with Adélie Penguins in Antarctica (Oregon State 
University Press, 2011) and his second, The Thing with Feathers, 
celebrates the fascinating behaviors of birds and human parallels 
(Riverhead Books, 2014). Noah is also a competitive tennis 
player, has run five marathons, and hiked the 2,650-mile Pacific 
Crest Trail from Mexico to Canada. He is based in Oregon, where 
his backyard has hosted more than 100 species of birds. Visit his 
website at www.noahstrycker.com.

See the 3RBC website for a gallery of more photos of Noah’s 
record-setting year.  

Birding Without Borders
continued from page 1
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continued from page 2

President’s                  
Message

After much searching for good 
looks at a Kirtland’s Warbler 
in its stronghold in Michigan.  
Bob Van Newkirk and his fellow 
birders finally found this pair 
of nesting Kirtland’s Warblers. 
Karyn Delaney photographed 
them nicely, the female carrying 
nest material (left) while the 
male watches (right).

trying a different location up the road. Within 50 yards of our 
new grassy trail, we came across a large screened-in frame built 
to capture Brown-headed Cowbirds. About a dozen birds were in 
the trap, lured there with seeds. Bryant explained that since the 
early 1900s, cowbirds were identified as the cause of parasitized 
Kirtland’s nests. If this had been allowed to continue, it might have 
led to their eventual extinction. Because of an extensive cowbird 
trapping project that began in the 1970s, the parasitism rate has 
been reduced significantly.

As we continued walking, a Kirtland’s boisterously called 
from the edge of the trail, but only one birder got a chance to see it 
clearly. Although we did not get satisfying looks at our target bird 
that day, we enjoyed hearing them sing.

Based on a recent Michigan eBird report of both a Kirtland’s 
Warbler and a Golden-winged Warbler, the Delaneys and I ventured 
west to Kingsley. The GPS coordinates led us to good habitat, but 
unfortunately we did not discover either bird. While returning to 
Grayling, Karyn remembered writing the name of another area we 
should bird. Closer to town, we pulled off the highway to look at 
an attractive display titled “Kirtland’s Warblers Fight for Survival.” 
The sign was posted in front of a jack pine tract and very close to 
Staley Lake Road – the same name Karyn had written in her notes. 

We located the road and followed it until we came to a large 
grassy cut dividing the pine forest into two halves. No signage 
indicated this area was prohibited from entry; so we decided to 
look around. As we began our walk, a male Kirtland’s called. That 
was a positive sign. Within the next five minutes, we spied a female 
Kirtland’s carrying nesting material. She popped right out on a 
bare branch of a small bush – and seemingly froze her posture. 
Perhaps she was as startled to see us as we were to discover her. 
She hopped slowly to the back of the bush, and made her way to 
the grass below. A young jack pine was growing right up against 
the bush. This is where she probably chose to make her ground 
nest. We intently watched her as she moved delicately about her 
territory. And just as suddenly, a male Kirtland’s landed close by on 
the same bush. What a thrill to see both sexes at once and at such a 
close range! But the magical appearance was ephemeral; the male 
flew off, and so we left the scene also, not wanting to disturb the 
female.

Now I could return home to tell of my successful quest for a 
Kirtland’s Warbler and share the story about its quest for survival. 

                                  ***
Note: The Summer 2017 edition of the Cornell Lab of 

Ornithology’s Living Bird magazine has an excellent article, “Jack 

Pine Juggernauts,” by Greg Breining that details the history of 
the Kirtland’s Warbler and its current conservation status. Lots of 
photos complement the narration.

And… In case you are curious, the Top 10 Most-Wanted Birds 
based on Mendenhall’s survey are, in order: California Condor, 
Whooping Crane, Elf Owl, Gyrfalcon, Atlantic Puffin, Spotted Owl, 
Kirtland’s Warbler, Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, Green Jay, and Blue-
footed Booby.

Good News for Birds
and for Birders

The May/June 2017 issue of The Peregrine had an article 
titled “Groups Fight Wind Farm along Lake Erie in Ohio.” It told 
of plans for a huge wind turbine at a site less than a mile inland 
from Magee Marsh, Metzger Marsh, and the Ottawa National 
Wildlife Refuge – meccas for both birds and birders.  

The turbine was planned for the Ohio Air National Guard’s 
Camp Perry facility in Ottawa County, and its spinning blades 
would have presented a high risk to migrants cruising down to rest 
and feed in the coastal marshes, woodlands, and fields. 

The Black Swamp Bird Observatory (BSBO) and the 
American Bird Conservancy sued to block installation, based on 
restrictions in the Endangered Species Act and other federal laws.

They succeeded! The Guard announced that it has no plans 
to authorize the turbine. “We are relieved,” said Kim Kaufman, 
executive director of the observatory.   

Meanwhile, BSBO posted another announcement: “At nearly 
the same time that the Camp Perry announcement was made, 
a second large wind turbine was being erected at the Lake Erie 
Business Park. This installation illustrates the problems with the 
current regulatory structure in Ohio, which allows the installation 
and operation of single turbines with NO environmental impact 
review. BSBO’s Conservation Team is taking immediate steps 
to address this problem, including preparing draft legislation to 
REQUIRE that single turbine installations undergo a rigorous 
pre-construction environmental impact review. Initial meetings 
with key legislators have already taken place. The goals of these 
meetings are to educate lawmakers about the impacts of poorly-
sited single turbines on bird and bat populations, make them aware 
of the lack of regulatory oversight.”
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My Passion for Birds
continued from page 1

as guessing the birds from their four-letter abbreviations. 
In the blink of an eye, my first week at Birdz Camp turned 

into years. Started by the camp, my interest in birds began to 
evolve. I began to buy more bird books and to look outside for my 
neighborhood Pileated Woodpecker or the two Eastern Phoebes.

I then decided to sign up for another opportunity that would 
help me learn more about birds: becoming a master birder. At my 
first Thursday night class, I was kind of nervous, just as I was 
years earlier on the first day of camp. Again, I was greeted warmly 
by Chris Kubiak, who taught the class and helped us learn even 
more about the creatures we love. I learned more about binoculars, 
migration and other specifics of birding. The Master Birding class 
also introduced me to several new locations to find more diverse 
bird species on our Saturday outings, as well as to meet a different 
community of birders. But soon, as the seasons changed from 
winter to summer, the classes were paused and would resume in 
the fall. (I can’t wait!) 

At this point I learned about another opportunity to connect 
more with birds − a possible internship with Neighborhood 
Nestwatch, a study conducted through the National Aviary by 
the Smithsonian Institution. I interviewed and fortunately was 
accepted into the program. I then began my time as a Nestwatch 
Intern, donning the khaki shorts and excitedly looking forward 
to every day. Although the mornings were early, my parents 
graciously agreed to drive me to the various locations so I could 
spend time helping with the study. 

On my first day, Mr. Mulvihill explained what would 
happen. We set up two large mist nets which were very fine and 
appeared almost invisible to the birds. These nets have pockets 
that the birds would get tangled in once they flew into the net. 
We would then go to the net with several bags, carefully untangle 
the birds, and put them into the bags so we could band and take 
a few measurements. Mr. Mulvihill would take out the birds and 
get several measurements, such as weight and wing length, and 
then band them. This was incredibly fascinating because of how 
expertly he handled the birds and how precisely he could know 
their age and other facts about them. After the first bird was 
released, I immediately was entranced with the process. I was also 
shown how to take data on the vegetation to learn more about the 
habitats where we were banding and to go out on re-sighting trips 
to try and find more banded birds. 

Over the next two months, I had the honor of learning from 
Mr. Mulvihill and Lydia, his second in command. I learned how 
to measure the birds, record data properly, take down nets and 
even band the birds! I can honestly say that it has been one of 
the greatest experiences of my life. I also thoroughly enjoyed 
interacting with the owners and neighbors of the houses. All of 
the people I interacted with were welcoming. It was fantastic to 
see younger kids’ eyes light up when they saw the birds. Everyone 
we visited and their families, friends, and neighbors seemed to 
be brought together by this experience. They all appeared to 
thoroughly enjoy seeing the birds and hearing more about them. 
Many times, the people at the houses we visited were sad when we 
began to take down the nets. 

Being an intern with Neighborhood Nestwatch taught me 
more than I could have ever wanted about our native Pennsylvania 
birds. Seeing the delicate creatures up close was incredibly 
fascinating for me and fueled my passion even more. I also learned 
something new about why studies like these are important, and 
not just for data. People were now exposed to a new world and 

connected more with their environment. They became more aware 
of the delicate ecosystems around them and also became closer to 
others by sharing this experience with them.

I loved seeing how Nestwatch visits brought people closer 
and helped them to get their foot in the door of birding. This 
was my first year with the study, but some of the volunteers and 
professionals, such as Mr. Mulvihill, pointed out another important 
observation. Some people in the families participating in the study 
had begun to take up birding. One child I visited had his own 
pair of binoculars and excitedly pointed out birds when he was 
re-sighting with us. Another woman had an amazing re-sighting 
record and was starting to get more into birding. It was awesome to 
see that the study had produced more birders who could now enjoy 
this hobby that I loved as well. It was an honor to get to participate 
in this program.

Hopes Are Moving Ahead
for a Young Birders Club 

By Jack Solomon
Frick Environmental Center, 2005 Beechwood Boulevard 

in Squirrel Hill, Pittsburgh, will be the focus for an exciting, fun-
filled event on Saturday, November 11, that we hope will jump-
start the formation of a young birders club in Pittsburgh. It will be 
aimed at involving those in, perhaps, the 12-to-18 age range.   

As The Peregrine goes to press, the planning hasn’t really 
begun, but we hope that pizza, pop, and other goodies will 
accompany things such as a live raptor demonstration, a slide 
show of birds that can be seen in our local parks, bird captures and 
banding, and a walk with experienced birders who can help kids 
learn how to identify birds.  

We aim to get a sense of the interest of young people and their 
parents in having several events a year, much like all or part of this 
one, under the auspices of a (not yet formed) young birders club. 
If all goes well, we could form the nucleus of such a group right 
there. Mark your calendars and watch for more news and specific 
plans about this event in future issues of The Peregrine, and on the 
Three Rivers Birding Club’s Facebook Page and website.

The Three Rivers Birding Club is a co-sponsor of this event. 
It’s being put together through the efforts of Patricia Himes, a 
park naturalist at the environmental center, and an ad-hoc group of 
3RBC members, and others.

Take a Look at These
Photographic Websites 

Check out some of our local photographers’ galleries online:
Dave Brooke illustrates many birds from local parks to 

faraway locales at flickr.com/photos/ddbphoto/albums. 
Steve Gosser’s new blog, “Steve’s Latest Adventures,” takes 

you with him on treks near and far at gosserphotos.com/blog. 
Steve’s main website at gosserphotos.com includes many galleries 
of birds, insects, mammals, and beautiful Pennsylvania landscapes. 

Jeff McDonald has as fine array of adult and juvenile 
Henslow’s Sparrows at tinyurl.com/Jeff-Henslows. Jeff’s entire 
gallery at flickr.com/photos/jeff_mcdonald is an amazingly diverse 
collection of images.  
 

http://flickr.com/photos/ddbphoto/albums
http://gosserphotos.com/blog
http://gosserphotos.com
http://tinyurl.com/Jeff-Henslows
http://flickr.com/photos/jeff_mcdonald
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TWO TYPES OF BALDNESS − As Tom Moeller explains, birds’ “bald” heads 
come in many kinds. Tom’s photos show two of them. True baldness, as in the Black 
Vulture at left, is a permanent feature. Another is annually temporary, as in the Blue 
Jay above, when all of the head feathers molt at one time after the breeding season.

By Tom Moeller
Bald-headed birds are common in some species but rather 

unexpected in others.
Bald Eagles and baldpates (American Wigeons) are not really 

bald; they have white feathers on their heads. Florida’s White-
crowned Pigeons and Black and Brown Noddies can be called 
baldpates too, because they have white caps on their heads similar 
to those of wigeons.

However, there are truly bald birds – some at all times and 
some only at certain times. Vultures, as most birders know, have 
no feathers on their heads – an adaptation to their eating habits. 
Digging into dead and rancid carcasses can leave disease-carrying 
bugs and bacteria in head feathers, which would be hard to clean 
after every meal. To avoid this problem, vultures such as our Black 
and Turkey Vultures permanently have no feathers on their heads. 

Several stork species are scavengers, such as the Marabou 
Stork of Africa and the Greater Adjutant Stork of India, which have 
no head feathers for the same reason as vultures. However, our 
Wood Storks are also permanently bald in adulthood, although they 
are not scavengers, eating aquatic animals instead. A Wild Turkey 
is another non-scavenger species with a mostly bald head.

Two common songbirds molt in late summer, losing all the 
feathers on their heads at once: Blue Jays and Northern Cardinals. 
These birds replace wing, tail, and body feathers gradually through 
their molt, but often the head feathers disappear all at the same 
time during post-breeding molts. They do grow back eventually, 
but the birds look very odd in the meantime. One can see their 
dinosaur origins in this state as the ear holes and rough, dark skin 
are exposed. 

Why only these two species lose their head feathers all at 
once is not really known. Not every bird in the species loses head 
feathers like this, but there are enough to be a noticeable portion. 
Although loss of head feathers may be caused by other factors 
(see below), anecdotal evidence from bird banders and citizen 
scientists/photographers shows that many Blue Jays, cardinals, and 
even Common Grackles, and Common Mynas have entire feather 

loss from their heads during molting. 
Another cause of head feather loss can be mite infestation. 

Preening the head is rather hard for birds except by scratching 
with their clawed feet. Bird mites (Dermanyssidae) destroy feather 
shafts, so vigorous scratching of itchy mites can remove weakened 
feathers from the head. “Bald” Carolina Wrens and Tufted Titmice 
have been reported; these rare feather losses may be caused by 
mites.

Dietary deficiencies can also be a factor in bald spots on 
the head or elsewhere. If a bird is missing certain vitamins and 
minerals in its food, bald areas can appear in the plumage. A 
change in diet will usually return a bird’s plumage to its glory.   

It is still not clear which factors – molting, mites, or diet – 
contribute to the complete loss of feathers on the heads of certain 
birds. Just know that during August and September there is a 
chance you might see a “bald” Blue Jay or Northern Cardinal.

References:
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SPRING BEAUTY – This bright Blue-winged Warbler was among 
the 79 species- a fine total for the May 20 outing led by Shawn 
Collins in Crawford County. Kraig Cawley photographed it nicely.

Outings Revisited 

Spring Walks Included 
a Calling King Rail

Harrison Hills Park − May 13: Twenty-three participants 
(with several new 3RBC members among them) arrived on a 
cloudy morning for this annual spring outing. Our walk to the 
pond produced very few migrants, but the resident birds were 
evident everywhere. Eastern Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, and Indigo 
Buntings provided different shades of blue. A Hooded Warbler 
put on a great show that everyone was able to enjoy. Other birds 
sighted in the area were Gray Catbirds, American Goldfinch, 
House Wren, Common Yellowthroat, Yellow Warbler, Eastern 
Towhee, Scarlet Tanager, and Red-eyed Vireo. A Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo called, and we had a quick look later at a flying cuckoo in 
the area where the call had been heard.  

A walk down the Creekside Trail was mostly unproductive, 
but we did hear an Ovenbird singing in the adjacent woods. Near 
the Pink Azalea in full bloom we heard an Acadian Flycatcher. We 
listened for Louisiana Waterthrush, but could not hear any on this 
cloudy morning. While searching for a treetop Scarlet Tanager, I 
heard both a Cerulean Warbler and a Warbling Vireo. It was the 
only Cerulean heard this day.

At the cliffside overlook, a small flock of migrant warblers 
included Black-and-white and a Blackburnian that stayed 
frustratingly out of view. However, two male Scarlet Tanagers put 
on a show in a leafless treetop. Farther along, a Kentucky Warbler 
sang persistently, but remained hidden from view. A Blue-winged 
Warbler call attracted our attention to a vine-covered tree that had 
a flock of migrant warblers including Bay-breasted, Blackburnian, 
and Chestnut-sided.   

At the Environmental Learning Center, the different habitat 
and the feeders provided new species. Purple Martins were life 
birds for several in the group. A Red-breasted Nuthatch at the 
feeders was a real surprise. The feeders also produced our day’s 
best views of Rose-breasted Grosbeaks and a White-crowned 
Sparrow. We walked to the large field, where we added Northern 
Mockingbird, Eastern Kingbird, Field Sparrow, and Orchard Oriole 
to our list of 57 species. –by leader Jim Valimont

Presque Isle State Park − May 20: On an overcast, cool 
morning, sunshine was the expected forecast for later in the day. 
But none of the 12 birders who met at the Vista 1−South Shore 
parking lot were prepared for the strong, gusty winds that were 
churning the waters of Lake Erie bay. Bird songs were completely 
silenced by the crashing waves. Only a Herring Gull and a Ring-
billed Gull were spotted bobbing in the water.  

So we walked across the road to the wooded parking lot to 
begin birding in better conditions. I told the group that the theme 
of the outing would be “Smorgasbord Birding” – that is, trying to 
find a sample of various warblers, vireos, sparrows, thrushes, and 
such throughout our day. 

Baltimore Orioles, Warbling Vireos, Yellow Warblers, and 
American Redstarts were easily seen and heard as they bounced 
among cottonwood trees surrounding the parking lot. They were 
found on every trail we walked. Brief sightings of a Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird hovering over a honeysuckle vine and a perching 
Great Crested Flycatcher thrilled the beginning birders. We also 
located Blue Jays, Gray Catbirds, House Finches, a Song Sparrow, 
and a flyover Double-crested Cormorant. When some Blackpoll 
Warblers were heard and then spied in dense brush, we crowded 

close together to glimpse them. A Nashville Warbler was also 
heard but not sighted. A check of the lake produced a few Spotted 
Sandpipers and a pair of Mallards.

Near the entrance to Leo’s Landing, a pair of Great Blue 
Herons flew overhead. Along the road, Tree Swallows zipped 
over the marsh. We enjoyed several Canada Geese foraging with 
their goslings near a puddle on the road, producing oohs and aahs. 
Scoped sightings of an Eastern Kingbird and a Belted Kingfisher 
gave us better looks. We drove a short distance to the woods 
near the Ranger Station, where a few birders had quick looks at a 
Northern Parula and a Philadelphia Vireo.

It would be a first experience for some birders, so I wanted to 
show them the banders in action at Fry’s Landing. Unfortunately, 
when we arrived, they had stopped working because of the wind.

So, we explored the sites where the nets are usually set. Only 
a Chestnut-sided Warbler was heard, and we had a quick look at 
a Rose-breasted Grosbeak carrying food. We walked to the trail 
bordering the banding station. This trail seemed devoid of birds 
until we headed back to the entrance. Luckily, we encountered a 
wave of warblers consisting of a Yellow-rumped, a Black-throated 
Blue, a Blackpoll, and a Bay-breasted. A female Red-winged 
Blackbird was picking insects caught in a spider’s web. A pair of 
Red-eyed Vireos and Eastern Kingbirds hawked amid leaves in 
the trees above us. No one complained about having a sore neck 
despite the 15 minutes we enjoyed seeing the birds’ activity.

While we enjoyed a lunch break at the Thompson Bay 
pavilion, we saw an Osprey carrying a small fish, four Brown 
Thrashers, and several Chipping Sparrows scouring the grassy 
areas for food. Following lunch we proceeded to Pine Tree Trail 
where we first heard and then patiently followed a Pine Warbler 
as it flitted through a pine tree, until mostly everyone saw this 
attractive bird. A Wood Thrush burst directly across the trail and 
flew between two startled birders.

As we backtracked our way toward Long Pond Trail, we 
pulled off the road to listen for marsh birds. Marsh Wrens and 
Swamp Sparrows were heard singing, but we only got a brief 
glimpse of the wren. An adult Bald Eagle and several Turkey 
Vultures were soaring in the distance. 

We made our way to Long Pond Trail, and near the entrance, 
we flushed a Green Heron into flight. The path had too much 
standing water from recent rains, so we decided to drive to the 
Waterworks Pavilion where we paused to watch Purple Martins 
bring food to their nestlings in the martin houses. Barn Swallows 
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were swooping over the fishing pond.
The Old Gas Well Trail was near, so we made it our last 

stop. New birds were a Black-and-white Warbler and an Acadian 
Flycatcher that we only heard. We saw a female American Redstart 
settle into her cup-like nest in the crook of a sapling. She flew out 
briefly and returned to a branch a few feet away from her nest. Not 
wanting to bother her, we quietly walked away. 

We tallied 66 species. The day ended with a sunny sky, a 
pleasant temperature, and gentle breezes. It was wonderful to 
reconnect with birding friends and meet new ones. It was also great 
to share the habitats of familiar birds, some breeding and some still 
with more miles to migrate. –by leader Bob VanNewkirk

Crawford County – May 20: It was overcast and cool as 26 
people gathered at the park-and-ride next to the I-79 Geneva exit.  
Shawn Collins had promised to lead us to some of his favorite 
places in Crawford County, and he had exciting news for us this 
morning -- there was a King Rail at Geneva Marsh! Urging people 
to carpool, Shawn led the way down the road. We lined up quietly 
on the bridge and along the road, and the rail did not disappoint, 
calling almost continuously while we were there, going quiet only 
when a boat from the Pennsylvania Game Commission canoe 
launch got too close to it. We wondered if the rail would flush, but 
it sat tight. This is a shy and secretive species, and we were thrilled 
just to hear it call.  This was a life bird for most of the group! 

Also calling were Eastern Bluebird, Yellow Warbler, 
Song Sparrow, Red-winged Blackbird and Common Grackle. 
Flycatchers were sounding off: Eastern Phoebe, Willow, and 
Great Crested Flycatcher, as well as a Warbling Vireo. A Spotted 
Sandpiper foraged on the other side of the bridge. A Great Blue 
Heron flew past, and a couple of Turkey Vultures soared overhead. 
Tree Swallows swooped above us, along with an occasional Barn 
Swallow and Purple Martin. Some people glimpsed a Bald Eagle. 
Large carp were splashing in the shallow water, and one of the men 
in the boat was hunting them with a bow and arrow, which was 
quite interesting to watch. The exploding population of invasive 
carp is becoming an increasingly serious problem.

Our next stop was McMichael Road for Prothonotary 
Warblers and other breeding birds. A male and a female 
Prothonotary were busy checking out a nest box. We watched as 
a Baltimore Oriole put the finishing touches on her nest high in 
a tree. Orchard Orioles were also present, and a Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker was an exciting find. Red-headed Woodpeckers are 
sometimes seen there, but we did not find any this day. We did note 
Red-bellied and Hairy Woodpecker. Yellow-throated Vireo and 
Gray Catbirds added their raspy calls. People with good hearing 
picked up the ticking of a Blackpoll Warbler. Northern Rough-
winged was added to our swallow list. Virginia Rail, Sora, Marsh 
Wren, and Swamp Sparrow also breed here; we put the count 
of Virginia Rails at four and the Soras at eight, and these were 
conservative estimates!

Traveling to Custards, we were happy to add Common 
Gallinule to our growing list.  Four Sandhill Cranes winged by, 
and a Red-tailed Hawk floated above us. Not far from Custards 
are Shafer Road and Towpath Road, both lovely and tree-covered. 
We stopped frequently, and finally got out to walk. In addition to 
Yellow Warbler and Common Yellowthroat, we picked up five 
more warblers:  Blue-winged, Tennessee, Hooded, American 
Redstart, and Chestnut-sided.  Other woodland birds included 

Eastern Wood-Pewee, Eastern Phoebe, Red-eyed Vireo, Blue-gray 
Gnatcatcher, Eastern Towhee, Scarlet Tanager, Indigo Bunting, and 
Rose-breasted Grosbeak.

By this time, it was almost 2:00 and definitely time for a lunch 
break! We headed to the Ernst Trail on French Creek, which has 
picnic tables and a covered pavilion. As we ate, we heard an Alder 
Flycatcher and a Field Sparrow sound off, both new for the day. 
There were more American Robins, an Eastern Phoebe, Yellow 
Warblers, Common Yellowthroats, Red-winged Blackbirds, and 
American Goldfinches singing, as well as an occasional Blue-gray 
Gnatcatcher, Rose-breasted Grosbeak, and Eastern Kingbird.

A White-rumped Sandpiper had been reported at the Miller 
Ponds, which would be a life bird for many in the group, we 
decided to make that our last stop. The smaller pond had been 
drawn down for repairs, and the new mudflat hosted a number 
of shorebirds. At first, it looked like the White-rumped was no 
longer there, but when some of the birds flew, it was obvious that 
there was a white rump among them! Also present were a couple 
of Semipalmated Plovers, Spotted Sandpipers, Least Sandpipers, 
and Killdeer.  It was lovely to see and hear Bobolinks, Eastern 
Meadowlarks, and Savannah Sparrows in the fields. We had 79 
species for the day. −by participant Debbie Kalbfleisch

Ohiopyle State Park − June 24: A group of 18 birders 
gathered at the Ferncliff Peninsula parking lot where we began 
to explore this scenic state park. Following a week of heavy rain 
including the day prior, the river was raging and muddy.

We watched the Cliff and Barn Swallow colony on the 
bridge that spans the river, noting their differences in flight to help 
identify them. A few Cedar Waxwings and a close Gray Catbird 
were nice additions. A Red-tailed Hawk that perched nearby 
had the local birds on edge. Near the large raptor we observed 
American Robins, a Baltimore Oriole, and American Goldfinches 
perched nearby scolding the hawk. Northern Rough-winged 
Swallows and an Indigo Bunting were added to the list.

We moved across the river to the Ohiopyle Falls viewing 
area where we were treated to a rainbow next to the falls. The 
roar of the tumbling water masked bird song. We also visited the 
new visitor’s center, a first time for many of us. It has a gift shop, 
restrooms, and great displays of the local habitats and wildlife.

Around the center we saw a Baltimore Oriole preening in the 
sun. A Northern Parula was singing from a tall spruce but out of 
sight. A cooperative Eastern Phoebe perched in the open.

Next we moved to the cross-country ski trails near the 
campground. This open brushy habitat has a good diversity of birds 
and formerly was a great place to find Golden-winged Warblers, 
Prairie Warblers, and Yellow-breasted Chats, but unfortunately 
that is no longer the case. We did find several Eastern Bluebirds 
including juveniles, Tufted Titmice with young, a Black-and-
white Warbler, two American Redstarts, Common Yellowthroat, 
Hooded Warbler, Eastern Phoebe, Eastern Wood-Pewee, a pair of 
Scarlet Tanagers, Field Sparrows, Eastern Towhees, Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak, and a singing Purple Finch. Near the end of the loop 
trail we found a Yellow-billed Cuckoo with a juvenile, the first 
juvenile I’ve ever seen.

Next we had lunch at the Cucumber Run Picnic area. Again 
the stream was loud with rushing water, so hearing birds while 
eating was difficult but the sound of the water was pleasing. We 
walked along Middle Ridge Road where we found a singing 
Acadian Flycatcher and a Broad-winged Hawk soaring overhead.  

By mid-afternoon, birds were active, so we called it a day. 
Thanks to everyone who came! −by leader Mike Fialkovich
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HISTORIC BIRDS – The male 
Piping Plover (at left) was one 
of two that nested at Presque 
Isle this spring. Its yellow leg 
bands tell us it hatched and was 
banded in 2016 at Darlington 
Provincial Park, Ontario (photo 
by Cathy Haffner). At right, 
a game commission biologist 
places colored leg bands on one 
of the plover chicks (photo by 
Tracy Graziano). Both photos 
are from the Pennsylvania Game 
Commission. 

Piping Plovers have nested in Pennsylvania for the first time 
since the mid-1950s, and they chose the Gull Point Natural Area at 
Presque Isle State Park. And not just one nest, but two! 

Two chicks that fledged from one nest were strong enough to 
escape the rising water. The fate of the second nest is a remarkable 
story that happened on the same day. It was swamped by strong 
waves onto the shore, and its unhatched eggs were saved in a 
dramatic rescue by Mary Birdsong of the Presque Isle Audubon 
Society and Tim Hoppe of the Pennsylvania Game Commission. 

“Audubon in Action” tells the story of the rescue online 
(tinyurl.com/Plover-Audubon). After Birdsong and Hoppe 
snatched the nest from the rising surf, the eggs were sent to the 
Detroit Zoo and then to a captive-rearing facility in Michigan. The 

two chicks hatched and were reared until they could be released in 
early August along Lake Michigan.

Migrants have been rare but regular at Gull Point during the 
past 60 years, but degraded habitat, human activities, predators, 
and a general population decline throughout the Great Lakes 
region kept plovers from nesting at Presque Isle. The Great Lakes 
population of Piping Plovers is now classified as endangered, 
with just 75 nesting pairs, most of them in Michigan. The last nest 
found on Lake Erie was in Ontario in 1977.

A Pennsylvania Game Commission news release describes the 
extensive conservation efforts necessary to protect the population 
from further decline (tinyurl.com/Piping-Plover-details).

Tree Swallows Have New Homes
     

By Jerry Kruth
A large colony of Tree Swallows was established long ago at the 

southwest corner of Lake Arthur in Moraine State Park, courtesy of the 
Bartramian Audubon Society headquartered in Slippery Rock − but the 
colony recently became imperiled as their nest boxes began to disappear.

The boxes had been attached to five old, inundated trees at Porter’s 
Cove in an effort to attract Prothonotary Warblers, the only cavity-nesting 
warbler.  

No Prothonotaries ever showed up, but over the past quarter-century, 
the boxes were used by an ever-growing swarm of Tree Swallows and an 
occasional Eastern Bluebird or House Wren. As the colony grew, more 
boxes were added until the snags had more than 50. Gradually the old trees 
succumbed to age and ice, and began collapsing into the lake, taking the 
boxes with them. After the last winter, only one snag remained. 

Spring cleaning of boxes on the snag revealed that 10 of the surviving 
boxes had been occupied last year. At least 34 birds were buzzing around 
this spring, and surely there would have been some disappointed courtships. 
Without enough boxes, concern arose that the colony would disperse.

A recent effort by Bartramian may help the birds. Supported by Park 
Manager Dustin Drew, two new posts were placed at the end of the road to 
the cove and four along the horse trail to the east. A half-dozen boxes were 
attached to each, and the posts were banded with aluminum to deter climbing 
predators. Two of the new posts are shown at left. The hope is that swallows 
will move to the new boxes and re-establish the larger colony.

Big News at Presque Isle: Piping Plover Nests and Young!

http://tinyurl.com/Plover-Audubon
http://tinyurl.com/Piping-Plover-details
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“THAYER’S” or “ICELAND”? – This gull in its first winter 
plumage is judged to be a “Thayer’s” by several fairly subtle 
features including a contrast along the trailing edge of the wing 
between relatively dark secondaries and paler primaries. The 
“Kumlien’s” subspecies of Iceland Gull does not generally show 
such contrast. Geoff Malosh photographed this example at the 
Pittsburgh Point during the winter of 2010. He discusses the 
bird online at tinyurl.com/Pittsburgh-Thayers. Geoff depicts and 
describes another possible Thayer’s Gull found on Pittsburgh’s 
rivers in 2007 at tinyurl.com/possible-thayers.

ADULTS ARE PROBLEMATIC, TOO – Just as immatures, adult 
Thayer’s and the “Kumlien’s” subspecies of Iceland vary greatly 
in plumage features. This illustration is from a 2003 paper in the 
ornithological journal Alula titled “Identification and Variation 
of Winter Adult Kumlien’s Gulls” by experts Steve N. G. Howell 
and Bruce Mactavish. It shows the gradation from relatively pale 
grayish outer primary markings in “Kumlien’s” to possible hybrids 
with Thayer’s, to relatively dark markings in typical Thayer’s. This 
gradual variation across both gulls’ range is one reason they are 
now considered to be a single species.  

Change Your Checklist:
Thayer’s Gull Is Gone

By Paul Hess
Do you keep a life list? Does it include Thayer’s Gull? If so, 

scratch it off. Thayer’s is a thing of the past.
It is now officially classified as a mere subspecies of the 

Iceland Gull. “Officially” means that the American Ornithological 
Society’s North American Classification Committee has decided 
that Thayer’s does not deserve status as a full species.

The American Birding Association automatically accepts AOS 
classifications for its own, as do virtually all state and provincial 
ornithological records committees. So birders who have seen both 
Thayer’s and Iceland and base their life lists on the ABA Checklist 
will lose a species.

AOS announced the decision in July in the annual supplement 
to its Check-list of North American Birds. Basically, the reasons 
are these: There is good evidence that the Thayer’s and the 
“Kumlien’s” subspecies of Iceland interbreed extensively in the 
Canadian Arctic. There is a continuous variation in plumage 
characters that supposedly separate Thayer’s from “Kumlien’s.” 
These primarily involve the patterns of black, gray, and white on 
the wings’ outer primary feathers of adults. 

Supposed Thayer’s have relatively dark and prominent 
regions of blackish on the outer primaries. Supposed “Kumlien’s” 
have relatively little black and most often grayish markings on the 
outer primaries. But there are immense numbers of in-betweens. 
The subtleties ranging from grayish to blackish are continuous 
across the continent. 

Winter birders in the eastern U.S. try to distinguish a rare 
“Thayer’s” from a usual “Iceland.” Conversely, birders in the 
western U.S. try to distinguish a rare “Iceland” from a usual 
“Thayer’s.” The extremes from blackish to pale grayish may be 
evident, but far more of these birds are in-betweens.

No genetic tests have yet verified how closely related 
“Thayer’s” and “Icelands” really are, but the apparent extent of 
interbreeding and the continuous variation from relatively pale 
to relatively dark outer-wing patterns was enough to convince 
the AOS committee to merge them. If you want to plunge into 
the details of why, you can read them in committee members’ 
comments at tinyurl.com/comments-on-changes. 

Thayer’s has had an extraordinary taxonomic history; it 
was first described as a full species in 1915, but was variously 
considered a subspecies of Herring Gull and a subspecies of 
Iceland until 1973 when it was again given full species status in 
the Check-list of North American Birds. Ron Pittaway, an expert in 
Ontario, describes this remarkable story of disputes and intrigues 
at tinyurl.com/thayers-history. The convoluted chronicle even 
includes suspicions that one ornithologist falsified data to suggest 
that Thayer’s and Iceland do not interbreed. On the contrary, other 
studies have documented that the two do interbreed commonly and 
thus indeed represent a single species.

Our own 3RBC expert Geoff Malosh offers an excellent 
analysis about the difficulty of identifying an immature Thayer’s 
Gull (tinyurl.com/Thayers-Pittsburgh), using a bird at Pittsburgh as 
an example. See the photo above.

Let’s be honest. Not everybody cares about this. In fact, 
one of our club’s finest, most experienced birders once told me 
he wished all of the gulls would be merged into a single species 
called “Seagull.” That would save us an awful lot of identification 
problems.

He has a point. Especially among large white-headed gulls 
such as Glaucous, Glaucous-winged, Western, and Herring, 
interbreeding is so extensive that it is impossible to separate 
individuals into one species or another. Some of these hybrids are 
so prominent that they enjoy their own names: “Chandeleur Gull,” 
“Seward Gull,” Nelson’s Gull,” “Cook Inlet Gull,” “Great Lakes 
Gull,” “ Viking Gull,” and “Puget Sound Gull.”

I’m glad I don’t bother to pin down an “official” gull life list. 

tinyurl.com/Pittsburgh
tinyurl.com/possible
http://tinyurl.com/comments-on-changes
http://tinyurl.com/thayers-history
http://tinyurl.com/Thayers-Pittsburgh
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It Was a Wonderful Warbler Spring
This spring, as usual, we suffered happily through our favorite illness – 

warbler fever. Birders tallied 32 species in Allegheny County during April and 
May. Jeff McDonald photographed this Canada Warbler amid an evergreen 
backdrop at Toms Run Nature Reserve in Kilbuck Township on May 7.

Mourning Warbler, a less common migrant, was reported at five localities 
in the county, but Steve Gosser took the year’s best portrait of this species on its 
breeding grounds north of us in the Allegheny National Forest on June 24. 

Birds in the Three Rivers Area

April–May 2017 Brought
Glossy Ibis and Barn Owl

By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor
The spring was rainy and the first week or so of May was cool 

with persistent north winds, so migration appeared to be short and 
birds were seen in small numbers. Rain storms brought in a few 
terns and shorebirds.

Habitat destruction took a drastic turn at the Imperial 
Grasslands. Early this spring a large area where Prairie Warblers 
have bred for many years has been destroyed as well as an adjacent 
larch plantation that was habitat for Ruffed Grouse.

Some waterfowl lingered into April. Single Gadwalls were 
at Dashields 4/12 (GM) and Wingfield Pines 4/13 (DF, DKL). An 
American Wigeon was at a pond in Restland Memorial Park in 
Monroeville 4/3 (MD), and a Blue-winged Teal was at Wingfield 
Pines 4/13 (DF, DKL). A Northern Pintail was a nice find along 
the Youghiogheny River near Buena Vista 4/8 (TH). A few Lesser 
Scaup were on the move at Dashields 4/12 (GM) and 1 was at 
North Park that day (OM). Buffleheads were still in good numbers 
in April with 15 on the Allegheny River at Barking Slopes 4/9 (AH, 
PM), 5 at Sharpsburg 4/13 (JH), and 20 at Duck Hollow 4/13 (AP, 
SA). Two Long-tailed Ducks were at Tarentum 4/1 (AH, PM). 
Normally Red-breasted Mergansers move past Dashields in the 
spring, but only 2 were reported 4/15 (JM) and they were seen 
only four times at the site. Three late Ruddy Ducks were on the 
Allegheny River at Sharpsburg 4/13, and one remained 4/29 (JH).

A Northern Bobwhite was in Jefferson Hills 4/21 (JHa) and 1 
was heard at Harrison Hills Park 5/21 (ABu) and again 5/27 (TH). 

Although these were introduced by someone, I like to keep track of 
sightings.

A Great Egret was along Peters Creek in Jefferson Borough 
5/10 (KS). A Black-crowned Night-Heron was identified at Duck 
Hollow 5/9 (DM). A Glossy Ibis report at Peters Creek 5/10 was 
entered into eBird along with a blurry but identifiable photograph 
(KS), providing a third county record. Subsequent searches for the 
bird were unsuccessful.

A Black Vulture was spotted in Etna 5/1 (DYe), a rarity for 
this area. Following a single Merlin at Mt. Royal Cemetery in 
Shaler Twp. in March, 2 were there 4/9 (JH). One of the local news 
stations aired a segment showing the banding and physical exam of 
3 Peregrine Falcon chicks at the nest on the Gulf Tower 5/16. Four 
chicks were banded at the McKees Rocks Bridge 5/17, the first 
confirmed nesting at that location. Peregrines have been present at 
the bridge for several years, but a nest was not discovered until this 
year. One was still being seen at the Tarentum Bridge (AH, PM) 
this spring.

A Virginia Rail was calling at Wingfield Pines 4/13 (DF, 
DKL), the location where they were confirmed nesting last summer. 
A late American Coot was present at a pond in Jefferson Borough 
5/11-14 (SSn). A Sandhill Crane was heard calling as it flew over 
Deer Lakes Park 4/26 (MW).

Both yellowlegs made a brief appearance this spring. Two 
Greater Yellowlegs were at Imperial 4/17 (MV) and 1was there 
4/22 (ABu). Two Lesser Yellowlegs were there 4/22 (MV). A 
Semipalmated Sandpiper was a good find at Duck Hollow 5/22 
(TM). Three Pectoral Sandpipers flew past Dashields Dam 4/10 
(GM), a first for that location, and 4 were at Imperial 4/19 (GM). 
A Dunlin was a nice find at Duck Hollow 4/13 (DK) and one was 
at Imperial 4/22 (MV). A Wilson’s Snipe was a surprise at a small 
pond in Homewood Cemetery in Squirrel Hill 4/16 (MVV).

continued on page 12
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The Peregrine

FAST MOVER – Our best look at an Eastern Meadowlark is when 
it perches on a power line, a fence, or a shrub in its grassland 
habitat. “Stopping” one in flight, as Steve Gosser does here, 
gives us a rare opportunity to study its appearance in flight. 
Steve photographed it on June 10, 2017, near Mahoning Lake in 
Armstrong County. 

The gull and tern migration at Dashields Dam on the 
Ohio River was very slow this spring. The maximum count of 
Bonaparte’s Gull was a measly 24 on 4/13 (GM), and Caspian 
Terns were seen only as singles except for 3 that passed by 4/17 
(JHa). A Caspian Tern was seen along the Monongahela River 
just upriver from Duck Hollow 4/29 (MH et al.). Forster’s Terns 
passed Dashields 4/10-14 with a high count of 5 on 4/12 (GM). 
Two spent nearly an hour near the dam flying down and upriver 
4/14. They eventually landed on the water and floated downstream 
(MF). I don’t think I have ever seen a Forster’s Tern resting on 
the water, at least not for an extended period of time. Eight were 
resting on a boat dock along the Allegheny River at Sharpsburg 
4/29 (JH). A Common Tern was a nice find at Imperial 5/13 (MJ). 
Two Black Terns stopped at Wingfield Pines 5/12 (JL) and are 
always exciting to find there.

A Barn Owl was recorded calling at night in Moon Twp. 
5/27 (GM) by nocturnal call recording equipment. The bird called 
several times and from the recording appeared to be on the move. 
This setup provides a revealing insight to what is passing through 
the area during the night.

Common Nighthawk reports include 1 over Shaler Twp. 4/26 
(JH), 1 over Carnegie-Mellon University 4/30 (SA), 2 in Shadyside 
5/1 (FI), 1 at Wingfield Pines 5/12 (AK), 1 in Lawrenceville 5/12 
(AB, CB), and 1 in Squirrel Hill 5/16 (MVV). One returned to 
Aspinwall 5/28 (STh, SuT), a long-time breeding area.

A Red-headed Woodpecker was a great find at a new park 
in Hays 4/20 (SA, JC). This park is still undeveloped and has great 
habitat, so I look forward to future reports from there.

An Olive-sided Flycatcher was at Frick Park 5/28-29 (JS, 
SS) and 1 was at North Park 5/29 (BVN). Purple Martins nest 
in the county in only a few locations, so reports away from the 
nesting sites are notable. One was found at Deer Lakes Park 4/15 

(DYe) and 2 were at Imperial 4/17 (MV). A Cliff Swallow was at 
Dashields 4/19 (GM). This species is known to nest in Allegheny 
County only at North Park where 1 was seen 5/11 (ABu).

Red-breasted Nuthatches remained well into May after a 
winter when they were fairly widespread. A pair was excavating a 
nesting cavity in O’Hara Twp. 4/13 (BSh). If successful, it would 
only be the second known confirmed nesting in Allegheny County. 
Late birds include singles at Frick Park 5/1 (DWe), Harrison Hills 
Park 5/13 (JV), and Beechwood Farms 5/13 (DYe).

Thirty-two species of warblers were reported this 
spring. Palm Warblers seemed more numerous than usual. A 
“Brewster’s” Warbler hybrid was an interesting find at Frick 
Park 5/10 (DWe). Northern Waterthrush was reported from 
seven locations this spring (v.o.). A Worm-eating Warbler was 
at Beechwood Farms 4/27 (BSh), 1 was photographed at Barking 
Slopes 4/30 (TH), and 1 was found in Oakland 5/16 (MVV). A 
Mourning Warbler at Dashields Dam 5/16 (MV) was a first for 
that location. Other reports include single birds at Beechwood 
Farms 5/17 (BSh), North Park 5/18 (CS), and Frick Park 5/21 (SS). 
Two were recorded flying over Moon Twp. at night 5/18 (GM). 
Cape May Warblers are uncommon migrants here, so any reports 
are notable. Two were at Barking Slopes 4/30 (TH), 1 was at 
Frick Park 5/1 (DWe) and 5/13 (AP), 2 were at Schenley Park 5/9 
(MA), and 1 was in Pine Twp. 5/11-13 (PL, SL). Prairie Warblers 
returned to Imperial to find a large portion of their former habitat 
destroyed. There is still some habitat in the area, and 1was singing 
there 5/27 (MF). A migrant was in a backyard in Forest Hills 5/9 
(TBl). Wilson’s Warbler, another uncommon migrant here, was 
reported from Pine Twp. 5/11 (PL, SL), Frick Park 5/14 (KSJ), and 
Beechwood Farms 5/20 (JM).

Savannah, Grasshopper, and Henslow’s Sparrows returned 
to the dwindling habitat at the Imperial Grasslands. How long 
before we lose them as breeders in the county is uncertain, but it 
will be likely. A late Fox Sparrow was in the city of Pittsburgh 
5/10 (MVV). A few Lincoln’s Sparrows were reported including 
singles at Frick Park 5/6 (JC), Beechwood Farms 5/14 (DYe), and 
Frick Park 5/20 (AP).

A Purple Finch visited a feeder in Natrona Heights 4/4, 4/9, 
and 4/21 (PH) and 2 visited a feeder in Harmar Twp. 4/4 followed 
by 3 on 4/6 (JV). A male was singing in Penn Hills 4/9 (MF) and 
2 were in Hays 4/23 (JC, AP). Purple Finches were present in Pine 
Twp. for most of April and May with a high count of 11 there 4/14 
(PL, SL).

Observers: Sameer Apte, Tony Bledsoe (TBl), Al Borek, 
Carole Borek, Alan Buriak (ABu), Jack Chaillet, Michael David, 
Mike Fialkovich, Donna Foyle, Jim Hausman (JHa), Amy Henrici, 
Paul Hess, Margaret Higbee, Joyce Hoffmann, Todd Hooe, Frank 
Izaguirre, Matthew Juskowich, Debbie Kalbfleisch (DKL), Alyssa 
Karmann, Dave Kerr, Jim Lohman, Pat Lynch, Sherron Lynch, Jeff 
McDonald, Pat McShea, Geoff Malosh, Oscar Miller, Tom Moeller, 
Dan Muller, Aidan Place, Kate St. John (KSJ), Kathy Saunders, 
Brian Shema (BSh), Sam Sinderson (SSn), Caroline Smith, Jack 
Solomon, Sue Solomon, Steve Thomas (STh), Sue Thomas (SuT), 
Mark VanderVen (MVV), Bob VanNewkirk (BVN), Jim Valimont, 
Mark Vass, Matt Webb, Dan Weeks (DWe), David Yeany (DYe), 
various observers (v.o.).

Birds in the Three Rivers
continued from page 11
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