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An Expert Young Birder
Will Excite Us on Feb. 6

SHARP BIRDING TRIO – Team members Aidan Place, Marquette
Muchler, and Johanna Beam pose in Israel’s Negev Desert, the
scene of their remarkable 24-hour birding adventure. Aidan will
tell us about the exciting experience at our February 6 meeting.
(photograph courtesy of team sponsor ABA/Leica.)

Pittsburgh native Aidan Place, one our club’s expert birders
at age 20, has a tantalizing title for his program at the Three Rivers
Birding Club meeting on Wednesday, February 6: “An Israeli Bird
Race for Conservation.”
We will learn about his exciting experience at our meeting
in 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.
The “race” in March 2017 was a two-part international
challenge: first, to list the most bird species during 24 hours in
Israel’s Negev Desert; second, to raise funds for bird conservation
in the eastern Mediterranean Basin where migrating birds face
horrific slaughter. Aidan’s team of two other college-age birders
met both challenges marvelously.
Sponsored by the American Birding Association and Leica,
their goal was to raise $5,000, and they topped it with over $5,500.
Their total of 147 species was also impressive for a first attempt in
the difficult competition with expert birders from many nations.
Aidan began his birding career while growing up on a farm in
continued on page 8

New 3RBC President’s Passions
Combine Love for Birds and Art

Sheree Daugherty, our new president, started her birding obsession as a curious
eight-year-old when a Bobolink landed on a fencepost on her family’s western
Pennsylvania property. Already a budding artist, she ran home and tried to re-create the
bird using crayons. Since those early days, her abilities as both a birder and artist have
improved.
The two passions are intertwined. Through the artwork she hopes to inspire, educate,
and share an appreciation for birds and, in turn, encourage others to explore all aspects of
the natural world.
Sheree has also substantially aided wildlife preservation and science by participating
in a number of conservation projects. She was an active participant in the second
Pennsylvania Breeding Bird Atlas project, has participated in many CBCs, coordinated
the North Park Christmas Bird Count area for several years, and has served on committees
and boards of local conservation organizations. Her favorite activities combine outdoor
recreation, travel, and research. Her paintings have been used to help support numerous
conservation and charitable organizations.
Since moving to Pittsburgh a decade ago, she discovered 3RBC through friends
who encouraged her to attend a meeting. It was a revelation! She soon found a way
to contribute to this fine club as Program Director, then Vice President, and she looks
forward to working with the wonderful friends, members, and speakers who have made
the club such an outstanding organization today and will continue to be in the future.
Sheree says, “As I become the club’s fourth president, I want to thank Bob
VanNewkirk for his years of service. He has been a tireless club ambassador and
advocate. “During his presidency: the club has grown larger, reaching nearly 400
individuals. It has attracted many speakers of national and international note. It has

(photograph by Frank Moone)
developed a sophisticated website, giving
the club a strong presence on the Internet.
In addition to all this, Bob has continued to
lead dozens of outings. I thank him for all
of his hard work in bringing 3RBC to where
it is today and look forward to his future
participation and support as we continue to
build the club!”
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By Bob VanNewkirk

It was announced at the October meeting that I was stepping
down as president after four years, and Sheree Daugherty would
become the club’s fourth president in January. As with any
effective organization, it is the combined efforts of its members
who have volunteered their time and talents that contribute to its
success. It’s time for me to offer my thanks to those who helped me
and served the club along the way.
Like any fortunate student teacher, I had two excellent role
models to follow, who gave me insight into the role of a club
president. First there was Jack Solomon, who organized the club,
framed the duties of its officers, and rounded up birders who
could serve as outing leaders. Jack chose Jim Valimont as his vice
president and outings coordinator. Over time, the club gained new
members, recruited more outing volunteers, expanded its field trip
locations, and even hosted a Pennsylvania Society for Ornithology
conference. When Jim became president, he asked me to assume
the role as vice president. I felt honored to have been selected, and
was a bit overwhelmed by the thought of what that might entail.
I owe a special thank you to Sheree, as I have relied on her
support and guidance many times over the years. Sheree will
fill her new role very well, as she has demonstrated through her
leadership as the club’s past program coordinator, vice president,
and outings leader.
When Sheree became the VP, she recruited Debbie
Kalbfleisch to serve as the program coordinator. Debbie
did a fine job of scheduling field researchers, authors, wellknown ornithologists, as well as locally excellent birders and
photographers. Scheduling these speakers in advance of their club
appearance required a great deal of planning and attention to many
details before the day of their presentation.
Dave Brooke, an excellent photographer and birder, is now
taking on the role of our program coordinator. He recently enjoyed
leading first-time club outings to Glade Run Lake in Butler County.
Dave has already begun contacting possible speakers he would like
to schedule for future meetings.
Treasurer Tom Moeller not only manages the club’s finances
and membership list, but he also tirelessly donates his time as a
webmaster to constantly look for new ways to update the club’s
website and Facebook with postings of meeting minutes, outing
reports, species lists for past outings, current and past newsletters,
and recent bird sightings. He has also created a way to involve
members by asking them to submit videos regarding their bird
encounters. The result is a wealth of interesting information and
colorful photographs about things related to birds and the club.
His monumental efforts and dedication to these roles are to be
commended.
Our newsletter, The Peregrine, involves a great deal of
planning and preparation with many members collaborating to
write articles and collect photographs, list upcoming outings,
edit and proofread the articles, design page layouts, make final
revisions, and finally organize printing and distribution. Paul
Hess, Gabi Hughes, Patience Fisher, and Tom Moeller put in a
large amount of time from beginning to end to produce this superb
newsletter.
Steve Thomas, the outings coordinator, has been scheduling
frequent trips to the best of western Pennsylvania’s locations. The
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outings offer birders a chance to get acquainted with others, learn
the best places to find various species, and perhaps to discover life
birds. Steve has done a great job of recruiting new leaders as well
as keeping the devoted ones. There are too many leaders for me to
list separately, but I thank them one and all for their time, effort,
and passion for birding.
Mike Fialkovich continues to contribute his excellent recordkeeping of recent bird sightings in Allegheny County during club
meetings and in each newsletter. Mike’s reputation as an excellent
birder is exemplified by the high numbers who participate on his
bird outings. Mike also has taken on another important role as vice
president of the club.
Serving as recording secretary is Frank Moone, an important
position that Pat and Sherron Lynch filled so well for many years.
Frank now devotes a lot of time recording and summarizing
meeting minutes. I also appreciated his help with equipment set-up
before each club meeting. He turns on the microphone, adjusts the
volume setting, and does sound checks. Sometimes there have been
issues with the Garden Center’s mike. No problem, Frank always
brings his own from home as a backup.
Hospitality plays a key role before and during club meetings.
I thank Claire Staples, who has generously opened her house for
guest speakers requiring a place to stay overnight or to host a
dinner where officers can meet and welcome the speakers. Special
thanks also go to Mabel and Glenn Matteson and Becky Byerly,
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Outings to Come

Watch for These Visitors

Don’t Mind the Weather:
Our Birding Will Be Fun

Some winters are better than others for hoped-for invaders
from the north. It depends on whether they have enough winter
food up there. See “Winter Finch Forecast 2018-2019” on the
3RBC website’s home page for what we might expect.
Red-breasted Nuthatch, Purple Finch, and Pine Siskin
have already arrived widely. Dave Brooke photographed this
nuthatch on November 8, and the Purple Finch and Pine Siskin on
November 3 at his Natrona Heights feeders in Allegheny County.
Among the most coveted winter visitors are Evening
Grosbeaks. They’ve started to show up in scattered areas of
Pennsylvania, so let’s hope some show up where you are.

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director

Saturday, January 19 – Frick Park: This is our “Dead of
Winter Outing II.” Since we had a nice time last January, let’s do
it again. Meet leader Mike Fialkovich (412-731-3581) at 8:00 AM
at the Frick Park Environmental Center parking lot on Beechwood
Boulevard.
With the end of the holidays and the onset of what could
be a long, cold winter, let’s get into the field to search for winter
birds. There’s nothing like a sprite chickadee to brighten your day.
We will also search for Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers that regularly
winter in the park and anything else we can find. As this is a winter
outing, please monitor the club’s website or Facebook page in case
of a sudden cancellation due to inclement weather.
Saturday, February 16 − Sewickley Heights Park: Join
Bob VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net) for the
Great Backyard Bird Count. Meet at the parking lot to bird from
9:00 AM to noon. There will be a potluck luncheon afterwards at
the Fern Hollow Nature Center. Please bring something to share
with the group. As this is a winter outing, please monitor the
club’s website or Facebook page in case there must be a sudden
cancellation due to inclement weather.
Sunday, March 31 – Pymatuning State Park: Meet Bob
VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net) at 8:30 AM
at the former site of the Wildlife Learning Center (Waterfowl
Museum) at 12590 Hartstown Road in Linesville (41.635779,
-80.436634). This will be an all-day outing to the park and
surrounding areas. We will have lunch at the Spillway Inn for
anyone who would like to dine with the group. As this is an early
spring outing, please monitor the club’s website or Facebook page
in case of a sudden cancellation due to inclement weather.

Past President’s Message
continued from page 2

who always make sure that members and first-time visitors have
an ID badge, set up the treat tables, and remind people to enter
their name in the door prize box. First-time guests are always
recognized and welcomed at the beginning of every meeting.
I also want to thank all of our members for the many ways
they have supported the club and continue to contribute to its
success through their membership, serving as steering committee
members, volunteering to lead field trips, attending meetings and
outings, participating as guest speakers, sharing their photos during
a “slide slam” or on the club’s Facebook, writing articles for the
newsletter, providing treats, donating door prizes, magazines,
calendars, or books, and inviting guests to attend meetings.
The Three Rivers Birding Club has been and continues to
be a joy and to play an important part in my life. It has been my
pleasure to serve as its president. I encourage you to continue to
offer your kind support to our new president, Sheree Daugherty.
Change is inevitable in every organization. For the Three
Rivers Birding Club, its future looks to continue to be just as
inviting and appealing as a spring morning bird walk.
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Round Top Shelter; however, upon arrival, we were greeted by
barricades to that road, due to a scheduled 5K run. Just beyond the
barricades was some parking space, where we ended up gathering.
Steve Denninger was our leader, and after introductions, we
walked down the road to our original meeting place and branched
off into the woods on a dirt and gravel road/path. Our weather
was not typical-to-be-expected for fall, but rather humid, hazy,
overcast, and warm. The woods were very quiet, although we
heard a variety of birds identified by song by Steve and others.
At an area Steve called “the triangle,” paths intersected
forming a triangular section with trees giving way to lower scrub
brush and opening into a high-growth meadow. We switched to
the path that bordered the triangle on the meadow side, giving
us a great view of the tree line and bordering scrub. As we made
our way along that path, we saw many birds low in the brush,
including American Robins, Dark-eyed Juncos, Eastern Towhees,
a White-throated Sparrow, a White-crowned Sparrow, Tufted
Titmice, House and Carolina Wrens, Gray Catbirds, Rose-breasted
Grosbeaks, and an Eastern Phoebe.
At one point, we were delighted to see the sun make its
appearance through the cloud cover, and with that, the bird activity
increased. High in the trees we saw Palm Warblers, Nashville
Warblers, a Red-breasted Nuthatch, White-breasted Nuthatches,
Red-bellied Woodpeckers, Blackpoll Warblers, Tennessee
Warblers, and American Goldfinch.
As they say, time flies when you’re having fun, so before we
knew it, we needed to make our way back to the meeting point.
(If we had continued on our path, we would have reached Pine
Creek, which Steve said is another area in which to see a variety of
migrating and local birds.)
As we turned to head back up the path, we spotted Chimney
Swifts, Wood Ducks, Blue Jays, American Crows, and Cedar
Waxwings flying overhead. Along the tree line ran a series of
poles with wires, very high up. On a wire, we were treated to an
American Kestrel enjoying his/her breakfast. Perched behind the
kestrel was a Northern Flicker on the wooden pole. A few minutes
later, a Pileated Woodpecker appeared in that same area. We took
a shortcut up a steep path back to the main upper path and headed
back to the road and the parking lot. Towhees were everywhere as
we climbed.
Steve led us through a treasure trove of migrating and local
birds, who were enjoying the habitat and beauty of North Park,
as we were. We listed a total of 32 species. Although it felt more
like a mid-summer birding walk, we all enjoyed this early October
outing. Thank you, Steve! –by participant Linda Hand

NEW OUTING ROUTE – Karyn Delaney’s October 3 bird walk at
Moraine State Park took participants along trails visited for the
first time on a 3RBC outing. Pictured in this photo by Tom Moeller
is the Butterfly Trail with its gazebo in the distance.

Outings Revisited

Our Birders Enjoyed
New Trails to Explore

Moraine State Park – October 3: Fourteen birders met at
the Owlet Gift Shop, McDanel’s Boat Launch area, on the North
Shore to walk on some new trails for a club outing. It was a warm,
fall Wednesday as we gathered and discussed the slow migration of
warblers and other fall migrants. Many of us had not walked these
trails, so we headed for the Native Plant and Butterfly Trail. See
tinyurl.com/Moraine-trail for a map.
This trail is maintained by the Moraine Preservation Fund, a
nonprofit, volunteer organization that supports the park. This fund
has helped to develop important wildlife restoration projects like
“Project BATitat” and the Osprey and Barn Owl reintroduction
programs, along with the creation of a Native Plant & Butterfly
Trail near the center. The fund also runs the Nautical Nature Boat
Tours from the same area (https://morainepreservationfund.org).
The Butterfly Trail has several sections including woodlands and
wetlands. The trails are level, for the most part, and easy to walk.
Walking all sections would total approximately 1.5 miles.
We also birded along part of the North Country National
Scenic Trail that runs through Moraine. This trail is the longest
in the National Trails System, stretching 4,600 miles across
seven states, from the middle of North Dakota to the Vermont
border with New York (https://northcountrytrail.org/trail).
The Black-throated Green Warbler was our bird of the day.
We saw 12, many of which cooperated for wonderful looks. Other
warblers seen were Magnolia, Bay-breasted, Chestnut-sided, and
Common Yellowthroat. A Yellow-bellied Sapsucker made a brief
appearance, and Cedar Waxwings were plentiful with a count of
47. A Ruby-crowned Kinglet flashed its beautiful crown at eye
level for us, and one lucky individual saw a Swainson’s Thrush
Our best bird of the day was found back at the parking lot before
departing from the outing: a Merlin perched on top of a pine tree.
Seeing a total of 34 species, we all agreed that the day was
successful, enjoying the walk and each other’s company. –by
leader Karyn Delaney

Moraine State Park – October 21: “Climate is what we
expect, weather is what we get.” Mark Twain is associated with
this quote. He may have said it while participating in some longanticipated event under horrible weather conditions. For the 11
birders who gathered at the South Shore boat launch to celebrate
our club’s 17th anniversary with an outing and picnic lunch,
weather is what we got, in the form of rain, snow and wind.
But we were a dedicated group in search of birds, and finding
them would brighten our spirits. As people began to arrive, they
spread out to see what might be in the surroundings. One person
caught a brief glimpse of a White-crowned Sparrow in dense cover
and heard a Pine Siskin fly overhead. Others reported sightings of a
Yellow-rumped Warbler, an American Goldfinch, American Crows,
European Starlings, a Red-winged Blackbird and a Double-crested
Cormorant.
Scoping the lake, we found rafts of American Coots, Canada
Geese, and Ruddy Ducks. An American Black Duck was singled

North Park − October 6: Seven birders were to meet at the
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up briefly, so we took a quick walk along the dirt road behind
the bathroom facility. We recorded a Downy and a Red-bellied
Woodpecker, a Blue Jay, two Yellow-rumped Warblers, a Song
Sparrow, and a flyover flock of Cedar Waxwings.
Our group netted 32 species. Despite the inclement weather,
our birders bonded and felt comfortable interacting with one
another. Birding has that effect on people. We were all smiles when
we sat down to enjoy our picnic lunch at the McDanel’s pavilion.
–by leader Bob VanNewkirk

Outings Revisited
continued from page 4

out while it foraged among a group of Mallards and Wood Ducks.
Undaunted by the rain changing over to ice pellets, we headed
towards the Sunken Garden Trail. The path was quiet except for
a moment when a flock of four Yellow-rumped Warblers and a
Black-capped Chickadee flitted around in a leafless tree hunting for
food. As we headed back to the parking lot along a maintenance
road, we saw multiple Yellow-rumps, a Northern Cardinal, a
Tufted Titmouse, and a Song Sparrow. We joked about the forecast
predicting that the rain would cease by 9:00 AM. It did. It changed
to large snowflakes.
At the Pleasant Valley beach, where gulls usually roost along
the grassy shoreline, we found not only Ring-billed Gulls but also
two Bonaparte’s Gulls among them. A Belted Kingfisher suddenly
flew off. Perhaps the “bird of the day” was an unexpected Merlin
perched atop a tree at the parking lot. With multiple scopes and
binoculars focused on this hunter, everyone took advantage of
watching and admiring it. At one point, it flew rapidly off its
perch but returned soon to land in a nearby tree, providing more
opportunities to stare at this fascinating raptor.
At the observation deck, we crowded to look through the
spotting scopes. Nobody complained about the cramped space
because we had respite from the precipitation. Claire Staples
passed around her homemade cookies, and there were lots of
waterfowl to observe: many Gadwalls, Wood Ducks, American
Wigeons, and American Coots − also a few Northern Shovelers,
a pair of Pied-billed Grebes and a Ruddy Duck. We spent a lot of
time on the deck so that everyone could enjoy looking through the
scopes, and feeling refreshed and energized by the cookies.
At our final stop, the Route 528 boat launch, a dozen Rock
Pigeons perched on the bridge supports. On the lake we observed
a trio of cormorants and a quartet of Ruddy Ducks leisurely
swimming and apparently unaffected by the sudden intensity of
rainfall. Tree Swallows coursed over the water in search of insects.
Our only Great Blue Heron landed along the shore. The rain let

Yellow Creek State Park –November 6: Twelve birders met
at the park office, which was amazingly quiet. Roger Higbee and I
heard an Eastern Towhee call several times when we first arrived.
Usually we have eight to ten species before we leave the office
area. That didn’t happen today. A crow was the only other bird
here. Of course, the rainy morning kept the birds under cover and
quiet.
After introductions, we caravanned to the maintenance
building parking lot. Dragonfly Pond yielded nothing! We walked
across the road to view Yellow Creek Lake in the rain and wind,
finding few water birds – 3 Common Loons and 2 Ruddy Ducks
were the only ones visible. Lee Carnahan spotted a large raptor in
a tree at the east end of the lake, and scoping proved it to be a Bald
Eagle. Here, too, we listed Mourning Doves, Blue Jays, American
Robins, and American Goldfinch. Two more birders joined us here,
as a wrong turn had taken them to the Conemaugh River.
Continuing to the boat launch, we saw 7 Mallards, 64 Ruddy
Ducks, and 37 American Coots. A flock of 5 ducks flew in – 4
Wood Ducks and another Mallard. As we were leaving, I spotted a
Pied-billed Grebe after almost everyone else had returned to their
vehicles. The wind blowing in our faces and the rain obscuring our
view through our optics were issues.
Our next stop was in the main recreation area where again
birds were mostly quiet except for 3 Song Sparrows, one of which
was singing. We were joined here by Todd Bird Club member
Donna Meyer. As we birded the edges, 3 White-crowned Sparrows
were the first sighted at the park this fall. A late Chipping Sparrow
perched in a dead tree near the water’s edge. Oliver Lindhiem
spotted two raptors soaring over the maintenance building – a Redtailed Hawk and a Turkey Vulture. Heard birds included Carolina
Wren, Eastern Bluebird, and Northern Cardinal. An Eastern Phoebe
made a brief appearance before dropping down out of sight. A
Mourning Dove zoomed through without stopping. As we returned
to the cars, Roger spotted a male Downy Woodpecker in the pines.
Overhead we spotted two birds flying together – a Double-crested
Cormorant and a Common Loon, a nice comparison.
We then drove to the beach where the highlight was a
Bonaparte’s Gull flying low over the water. Off to the west we
noted 4 Ring-necked Ducks hugging vegetation along the spit, but
they headed back into the cove out of sight. We were momentarily
distracted by the appearance of 2 of our loons again on the water,
and when we looked back at the spit, the Ring-necks had been
replaced by 2 Mallards and a Pied-billed Grebe. Before we left the
beach, 5 Lesser Scaup swam out of the cove and two more birders
arrived – Debbie Kalbfleisch and Donna Foyle.
Along the observatory trail, we heard Black-capped
Chickadee, White-breasted Nuthatch, and Golden-crowned
Kinglet. A large flock of water birds greeted us at the observatory –
a Gadwall, 15 American Wigeons, at least 80 Ring-necked Ducks,
9 Lesser Scaup, 15 Buffleheads, 60 Ruddy Ducks, and 60 coots.
We soon spotted a sleeping female Canvasback and 5 Pied-billed
Grebes. When Theo Rickert discovered a drake Green-winged Teal
and gave the group directions using the Canvasback as a starting

CHILLY PICNICKERS –The weather is always iffy for our club’s
annual October picnic at Moraine State Park, and these members’
heavy coats attest to the c-o-l-d day on October 21. Ramona Sahni
photographed them at the pavilion. Starting in 2019 the picnics
will be held in June – when we should no longer need to suffer.
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point, we realized there were 2 female Canvasbacks in the mix.
Oliver pointed out a Great Blue Heron poking its head from the
cattails. After we had exhausted the flock, Donna directed us to
a smaller raft of 25 Ruddy Ducks farther out on the lake. As we
walked back along the trail, Debbie and Donna found a Brown
Creeper and several kinglets. One birder spotted a small flock of
juncos and another heard a Hairy Woodpecker.
Six of our final group of 17 headed to the Fortune Buffet in
Indiana for a delicious lunch and good conversation, including
birding and genealogy stories. For a rainy, windy day, our group
list of 40 species was pretty good. –by leader Margaret Higbee
Moraine State Park – November 11: Thirteen birders met at
the South Shore on a cold but sunny morning. At the boat launch,
a Bald Eagle was perched across the lake, and a Yellow-rumped
Warbler was seen briefly in the bushes. A flock of about 100
Tundra Swans passed high overhead, one of the day’s highlights.
More would follow as we moved around the lake, bringing our
total to about 260 for the day. Pied-billed Grebes, American
Coots, and Hooded Mergansers were seen in the cove. A Pileated
Woodpecker was on a trunk down low across the road. Some of us
heard a Red-breasted Nuthatch across the lake.
We decided to walk to Sunken Garden Trail, but it was
underwater with levels much higher than I’ve ever seen, and we
turned back. After the outing, I changed into rubber boots to wade
across and did find 5 or 6 Red-breasted Nuthatches in the conifers.
We moved to the beach area where a juvenile Cooper’s Hawk
was seen heading into the woods, soon followed by a juvenile
Red-shouldered Hawk, which perched allowing views in the scope.
The usual flock of gulls held no surprises, with Ring-billed and
Bonaparte’s the two species present. Two Buffleheads were on the
lake, and we found a few Common Loons around the loop.
We walked part of the Hilltop Trail where Cedar Waxwings
and American Robins were feeding, and a second Red-shouldered
Hawk, this one an adult, was seen soaring overhead. At the Bear
Run boat launch a Double-crested Cormorant was perched on a
branch in the water.
At the waterfowl observation deck we found Canada Geese,
Mallards, Gadwalls, Ring-necked Ducks, Ruddy Ducks, and a
single American Black Duck. We ended our outing around 12:30
after listing 43 species. Thanks everyone for joining me! –by
leader Michael David
***
See “Bird Species Lists of Recent Outings” on the 3RBC
website to find out what birds our participants found.

VICTORY FOR MIGRANTS –This blue beacon atop the Cathedral
of Learning celebrates Pitt football victories, but it turned out to
be a hazard to migrating birds. After 3RBC member Kate St. John
publicized the danger in her “Outside My Window” blog, the
problem was solved. Kate photographed the light beautifully.

“Hooray!
Good News for Birds!”
By Paul Hess

Exclamation points are over-used, but Kate St. John’s were
appropriate in the October 24, 2018, post on her “Outside My
Window” blog. She reported the success of a campaign to save
migrating birds in the fall from a potentially fatal fate.
The hazard was a blue “victory light” projected high up from
the Cathedral of Learning in Oakland after Pitt football victories.
Pitt football fans justifiably welcomed it as a tribute.
But here is the background of an unexpected problem: New
York Audubon discovered that Manhattan’s famous 9/11 tribute
projecting blue beams upward was disorienting nocturnal migrants,
trapping them in a swirl of light they could not escape.
Did Pitt’s beam cause a similar danger? Kate wondered, and
watching closely, she indeed saw birds trapped in the beam.
Publicizing it in her blog, she sought help from the University
of Pittsburgh and the Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania.
Based on New York’s method, Pitt and ASWP jointly tried cycling
the beam periodically on and off. Does it help? It apparently works
in New York City. Why not Pittsburgh?
It’s no exaggeration to say that Kate’s is a small but
significant contribution to conservation. To understand the whole
story, see www.birdsoutsidemywindow.org/2018/10/24/hooraygood-news- for-birds and follow its links.
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DISCOVERY AND DISCOVERER –Here is “Burket’s Warbler,” a historic three-species hybrid discovered by Pittsburgh birder Lowell
Burket in Blair County, Pennsylvania. (photographs courtesy of Lowell, who tells us about it in Tom Moeller‘s interview)

How a Pittsburgh Birder’s Sharp Eye and Ear
Made History with a Hybrid of Three Species
By Tom Moeller

the plumage was wrong. There was no eye-line and the breast was
white instead of yellow. Then there were those red dots! At first he
thought it might be dirt or blood on one side of the bird, but a faceon photo showed symmetrical spots on both sides of the breast.
Was it a mutation? Lowell’s wife, Anne, said there were too many
differences combined for the bird to be a mutation. One or two
maybe, but not six. The couple mulled over this problem as Lowell
had to return to work. They asked Lowell’s brother Brian to get as
many videos of the bird as he could while Lowell was in court in
Pittsburgh.
The clincher came on May 25, when Lowell was back
and looking for the bird. A deer came by, so Lowell began to
videotape the animal, not hearing in the background a Chestnutsided Warbler’s song, which was recorded on the deer video.
After Lowell stopped recording, he looked up at the singing bird,
which was NOT a Chestnut-sided Warbler but was the bird he had
thought might be an odd Brewster’s! The red dots then made sense.
This bird was part Chestnut-sided Warbler! It was a male hybrid
singing on territory the song it had learned from its father.
This male probably hatched in 2017 on or near the family
property in Blair County. Lowell has photos of a female Brewster’s
Warbler on his property on July 2, 2017 – perhaps the mother of
this new hybrid.
Now the question was who to tell about this warbler. Lowell
thought about this decision long and hard. He decided to write to
Dr. Irby J. Lovette, Director of the Fuller Evolutionary Biology
Program at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Lowell presented
his “warbler creds” with all his photos and listings on eBird
as background to show that his reporting was not frivolous.
(Other articles have said “he did not want them to think he was a
crackpot,” but Lowell cannot recall ever using that phrase.) Writing
carefully, Lowell presented his case for the bird being a cross
between a Brewster’s and a Chestnut-sided Warbler, and backing
it up with his photos and a video of the bird singing the Chestnut-

Lowell Burket was given a gift in May 2018 in the form of
a bird which did not fit into all the things he had learned about
warblers. This warbler seemed to be like a “Brewster’s Warbler”
(a hybrid of a Golden-winged and a Blue-winged Warbler), but
his observations and photos showed something else. Several
characteristics of the Brewster’s were missing and coloration was
different, including faint reddish spots on the bird’s breast.
Was this a new backcross, a mutation, or something else?
Lowell has enjoyed visiting his grandparents’, later his
parents’ farm in Blair County since he was a toddler. Today, as an
attorney in Pittsburgh, he loves to walk, bike, hunt, and explore
the property as a respite from the stress of work. Until his father’s
death in 2011, Lowell’s family had horses to ride around the area.
After his father’s death, the family decided it was best to sell the
horses. Then, on his feet or a bike, Lowell could carry a camera.
He photographed deer, raccoons, coyotes, and other animals. There
is a pond on the property, but Lowell found a small, natural basin
where birds came to drink, which he named the “birdhole.”
He liked photographing the colorful birds that gathered there,
but his first images made the birds seem like little dots of color.
As with all photographers, bigger cameras and bigger lenses were
needed. However, he was not familiar with the names of the birds.
So Lowell asked his father-in-law, Larry Stump, a long-time birder,
what he had captured in his camera. When told he had a Tufted
Titmouse, Lowell was greatly amused at the name.
Over five years, Lowell developed his photography and
knowledge of the birds, especially the colorful warblers that visited
the birdhole and other parts of his property. He has been able
to get photos of 34 species of warblers there. Through constant
exploration he knows where on the property to find a certain
warbler during the season.
On May 7, Lowell photographed his mystery warbler.
Checking his photos later, he thought it might be a Brewster’s, but

7

continued on page 8

The Peregrine
Pittsburgh Birder

chief author’s permission at https://davetoews.com/publications.
Then things started popping for Lowell, for Dave, and for the
entire birding community. Lowell never called out to any news
outlet, publisher, or other media – they all contacted him. The story
of a brand new bird went national and international. In two weeks
the story had hit 255 websites, been highlighted on radio and
television, and reported in 40 countries of the world.
The impact of his new fame has not really hit Lowell yet. He
is just happy that his story will appear in Cornell Lab’s magazine
Living Bird along with his name. He was interviewed on CBC
Radio’s “As It Happens” program. His story appeared in the
November 17, 2018, digital edition of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.
The Three Rivers Birding Club honored him with a complimentary
membership, and he sat down for his first face-to-face interview
for this article. Questions and interview requests are still arrivimg.
The hybrid, now unofficially called the “Burket’s Warbler,”
has already experienced one migration south during the winter
after it hatched. It was last seen by Lowell in August, and it is
probably in a much warmer southern area now. In fact, birders are
looking for the banded bird in areas where Chestnut-sided Warblers
and Brewster’s are known to overwinter in Central America, the
Caribbean islands, or even northern South America.
This is truly an inspiring story for all birders. Like Lowell
Burket, you can be in the right place and have the right skills –
not necessarily learned in a classroom – to make a significant
contribution to our knowledge of birds, whether a new species, a
new location to find a bird, a new behavior you witness, a sighting
of a banded bird, or even participation on a Christmas bird count.
We can all contribute in our own way!

continued from page 7

sided Warbler song. Unfortunately, Dr. Lovette was in Alaska
for another month, and he would not get back to Lowell until he
returned.
Wondering whether the bird would still be around, Lowell
tried to contact someone else at the Cornell Lab. He was emailed
by Dr. David Toews, who said he would come down to see the
bird. Late in June, Dave made the four-hour drive down from
Cornell to Blair County. The next morning, June 26, 2018,
Lowell’s mother Gwen made sandwiches and packed food and
drinks for the group’s all-day attempt to catch the hybrid. Lowell
and Brian helped Dave set up mist nets around the “birdhole,” and
they began playing the call Lowell had recorded on a video of the
bird. Almost immediately the bird appeared overhead, flying from
tree to tree above the mist nets. It was looking for another male
daring to sing in his territory. Dave then switched to the fledgling
call of a Chestnut-sided Warbler. The target bird then zig-zagged
down and was caught in the net. The “all-day attempt” turned into
a four-minute success!
The captors were all smiles. They banded the bird with a
single aluminum band, no colored ones. Dave took a blood sample
for testing the bird’s heritage. He told Lowell it might take two
or three weeks to test the mitochondrial DNA of the sample to
determine its origin. (Mitochondrial DNA is only passed from
the mother to her offspring.) Still smiling, Dave made the fourhour trip back to Cornell. Two days later Dave emailed Lowell,
“You were right!” The blood sample proved that the hybrid had
a Brewster’s Warbler mother and later a Chestnut-sided Warbler
father. (Lowell believes Dave worked straight through without
sleep to get the first results so fast.)
Lowell was able to see and photograph the hybrid a few more
times during the summer, but he was now under constraints NOT
to reveal details to anyone until the final report was published.
At last on November 7, 2018, Dave Toews’s paper, “A woodwarbler produced through both interspecific and intergeneric
hybridization,” (by David P. L. Toews, Henry M. Streby, Lowell
Burket, and Scott A. Taylor) was published in the scientific journal
Biology Letters. The paper is available to 3RBC members with the

U.S. Government Stops
Saving Whooping Cranes
A Washington Post article online in November 2018 reported:
“50-year Whooping Crane Program Will Close at Patuxent
Refuge.” This had been predicted, but it may come as a sad
surprise to those didn’t know. Here are excerpts from the article:
“When the nation’s treasured fliers have faced extinction over
the past half-century — Bald Eagles, California Condors and the
majestic Whooping Crane — scientists have studied how to save
them from deep within thousands of acres of forests and wetlands
along the Patuxent River.
“The crane has defined that work ever since a one-winged
bird known as Canus, at the time one of fewer than 50 Whooping
Cranes alive, helped establish the whooping crane program at the
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center in 1966.
“But the era of the Whooping Crane — and perhaps of any
captive breeding of imperiled birds — has ended in Maryland.
“The Trump administration moved last year to eliminate the
$1.5 million-a-year breeding program, run by the U.S. Geological
Survey on a federal Fish and Wildlife Service refuge. Zoos and
other private wildlife centers are taking over the work.”
Read the entire article at tinyurl.com/end-to-saving-cranes.

Expert Young Birder
continued from page 1

rural southwestern Pennsylvania, where he fell in love with nature
and particularly everything to do with birds. Since then, his love of
birding has taken him from the steaming jungles of Panama to the
barren steppes of Kazakhstan.
His particular birding interests include world birding as well
as birding by ear and photography. He is an editor of the American
Birding Association’s young birder blog, “The Eyrie,” and writes
his personal birding blog, “The Birding Place.”
Aidan also fosters a keen interest in history, particularly that
of the Balkans and former Ottoman Empire. In fact, for the past
year he resided in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, where he
enjoyed learning the birds of the Western Palearctic on a deeper
level. In fall 2018, Aidan enrolled at Carnegie Mellon University,
where he will pursue biology and a career in ornithology.
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EXTRAORDINARY NEST SITE – Common Murres don’t build nests. In closely
packed colonies, they lay their eggs on bare rock ledges along high cliffs. This
is protection from predators, and rarely does an egg fall over the edge. Tom
Moeller photographed the colony at Kenai Fjords National Park, Alaska.

CAN YOU FIND THE EGG? –This Arctic Tern’s egg
is marvelously camouflaged in a simple depression
scraped out by a parent. Tom Moeller photographed it
at Safety Sound near Nome, Alaska.

Observations

Birds Whose Nests Are on Bare Rocks or Just Scrapes
By Tom Moeller

panting in the heat; they also might dive into the sea and drip water
onto the eggs. Tern nestlings are mostly semi-precocial. Since the
nest is so exposed, the newly hatched chicks usually leave it within
a day but remain nearby for a while. Sand scrapes, brooding by
both parents, and spotted eggs are the same for most of the tern
species.
Semipalmated Plovers and Snowy Plovers are almost as
minimalistic. Both these small plovers merely scrape sand or dirt
from a hollow, adding minimal “decorations” of shells and pebbles,
to lay their eggs. The Semipalmated usually lays four eggs, the
Snowy three. The Semipalmated eggs are dark and covered with
dark spots, while the Snowy eggs are light with few dots – both
for camouflage in their respective nesting sites. Incubation is by
both parents, although the male Semipalmated does the bulk of the
brooding. Semipalmated, breeding in the sub-Arctic, has one clutch
per year, while the Snowy, breeding on the East, Gulf, and Pacific
coasts, can have two or in California three clutches a year. Again,
being in an exposed nest, the plover nestlings leave the nest soon
after hatching. The chicks are minded by both parents, although the
chicks of both species can quickly find their own food. The Snowy
mother often abandons her chicks a few days after they hatch,
leaving the father to guard them alone.
The Killdeer is a larger plover most birders are familiar with.
This shorebird is not really confined to the seashore, appearing
near ponds, rivers, lakes, and even in meadows, golf courses, and
airports! The Killdeer nest is a simple scrape often lined with
whatever is nearby: pebbles, wood chips, or plant material. Four
pyriform eggs are laid all pointing toward the center, each buff
colored with dark gray splotches. Both adults incubate the eggs;
the males usually have night duty. Killdeer are well-known for
their “broken-wing” ruse to lead predators away from their nests.
Like the other plovers, Killdeer young are precocial, leaving the
nest soon and able to feed themselves. Both parents may brood the
juveniles and lead them to food or away from danger.
Two Hawaiian birds with ground nests are the Red-tailed
Tropicbird and the Hawaiian Stilt. In fact, many birds in Hawaii
are ground nesters, which has led to the decline of their numbers

A few issues back, I wrote about elaborate bird nests – large
twiggy structures; woven, hanging baskets; and thorny abodes with
side entrances. The nests this time are just the opposite – on rocks,
rudimentary scrapes, or depressions in the ground with little or no
additional material.
The Common Murre has no nest at all. Living in a dense
colony, the murres lay their eggs on the bare rock of a ledge high
above water. Each murre family has a few square feet of space as a
“nest,” a space they use year after year, defending it jealously from
their neighbors. And their neighbors have the same limited space.
The eggs are pear-shaped (pyriform), very pointed. The common
theory about these pyriform eggs is that if they are moved, they
will roll in circle and not off the ledge as a round egg would.
Scientists offer two new possible values for the shape: 1) structural
integrity in the mayhem of the colony or 2) avoidance of contact
with fecal matter and dirt on the ledge. Each egg (Common Murre
females lay only one egg per year) is distinctly marked – some
with spots and/or squiggly lines of various colors, some with no
spots just a uniform color – white, brown, lavender, green, blue
– so that a pair can tell its egg from its neighbor’s. Both parents
tend the egg, placing it on their webbed feet and covering it with
belly feathers. Since they live in a colony, each bird family does
everything at the same time – lay the eggs, hatch the young, and
the nestlings leave the ledge at the same time usually in the dead
of night to avoid predation by Glaucous Gulls, which often nest
above the Common Murre colonies.
Terns are profoundly minimalistic in creating nests. A simple
depression in the sand is good enough for them. The female tern
sweeps out a depression with her breast as she rotates in the sand.
Whether a southern nester, like a Least Tern, or a northern bird,
like an Arctic Tern, the result is the same. The Least Tern will
lay two or three eggs in its shallow nest; the Arctic Tern only one
or two. In both species, both parents incubate the eggs, which
are camouflaged to look like their surroundings with appropriate
coloring and odd shaped spots. The parent must protect the eggs
from the strong sun on southern beaches with their bodies, often
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because they are easy targets for ground predators.
The Red-tailed Tropicbird makes its scrape in the shade of
a tree or bush or in a cliff cavity avoiding the tropical sun. The
parents use the same nest site year after year. Only one egg is
laid, which can be light brown to purplish black. Both parents
will incubate the egg. The tropicbird chick is altricial (naked and
helpless at birth). It is fed by both parents with the parent putting
its bill down the chick’s throat and regurgitating food. The growing
nestling will help a parent defend the nest vigorously. Fledging
occurs in 12-13 weeks.
The Hawaiian Stilt (see the Observations article “Familiar
(somewhat) Birds in Hawaii,” The Peregrine, Vol. 17, No. 6) is the
only shorebird breeding in Hawaii. It often nests on a mudflat in
a loose colony of birds. Their scrape is lined with stones. Usually
four eggs are in a clutch. Like Killdeer, the Hawaiian Stilt will
trick predators with the “injured-bird” deception. Like plovers, the
stilt young are precocial. The stilt nests are threatened by flooding
and predation from Black-crowned Night-Herons, mongooses,
and feral cats – predatory threats throughout the islands to ground
nesters.
There are many other ground-nesting birds in the world
with minimal nests: Long-tailed Jaegers, Common Eiders,
American Woodcocks, most penguins, vultures, ostriches, and
more. Some are threatened because of habitat loss through human
encroachment; others are subject to predators like raccoons, foxes,
and other birds. Be careful walking on the beach or in the woods
– a scrape nest filled with camouflaged eggs could be under your
feet.

ALL IT NEEDS IS A SCRAPE – This Semipalmated Plover simply
scraped out a shallow depression in the soil for its nest, where
it incubates comfortably for many hours. Tom Moeller found the
nester at Anchorage, Alaska.
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Check out Tom’s photo gallery on the 3RBC
website to see many more scrape nests.

Piping Plovers Nested Successfully in Ontario, Too
discovered on its wintering grounds in Florida. Amazingly, six of
Ontario’s young and five of the adults were spotted so far – most in
Florida but others in Maryland and Georgia.
Almost all of the Ontario birds were found in state parks
and protected natural areas. They were often spotted mingling
with Piping Plovers, Snowy Plovers, Semipalmated Plovers, and
Sanderlings.
“We are already looking forward to another great season in
2019,” Andrea said. We in Pennsylvania can say the same thing
about the coming nesting season at Presque Isle. Let’s keep our
fingers crossed!

An article in the November/December issue of The Peregrine
reported the exciting nest success of Presque Isle’s Piping Plovers
in 2018. Ontario is rejoicing about success in 2018, too, according
to a recent report by Bird Studies Canada (www.birdscanada.org).
“Ontario had a fantastic Piping Plover season. There were
eight nests across the province, all of which hatched, resulting
in 16 fledges overall,” said Andrea Gress, Ontario Piping Plover
Conservation Program Coordinator.
Presque Isle’s single nest in 2018 produced a remarkable total
of four fledglings – twice the Ontario nests’ average.
Big news at Presque Isle was that one of the young was
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single birds at Imperial 9/2 (MJ) and Fox Chapel 9/24 (CH). A
Least Sandpiper was at Imperial 8/4-5 (MV et al.) and one was at
Dashields Dam 9/8 (GM). A Pectoral Sandpiper was at Imperial
8/4-16 (MV, many observers). Two Dunlin were at Dashields Dam
8/11 (MV).
Unusual here are kettles of Broad-winged Hawks, and two
reports were surprising: 23 over Shaler Twp. 9/16 (JH) and 72 over
Beechwood Farms 9/23 (SA, TRh, AP). A brief but close look at
one provided a nice addition to a 3RBC outing in Frick Park 9/29.
A Merlin was seen at Duck Hollow 9/8 (SA, AP), the first report
I’m aware of for the fall.
Olive-sided Flycatchers were reported at Beechwood Farms
8/25-26 (TH, OL et al.), Harrison Hills Park 8/26-27 (DB, MD),
Pine Twp. 9/20 (PL, SL), and North Park 9/20 (AB). One in
Oakland was an exciting new yard bird 9/29 (FI). Yellow-bellied
Flycatcher reports included single birds at Beechwood Farms
8/25-26 and 9/2 (TH, OL, JL et al.), 8/29 at North Park (DN),
Sewickley Heights Park 9/6 (BVN), Frick Park 9/12-13 (SA,
DWe), and 9/30 at South Park (LF).
While Common Ravens are now regular in the county, they
still appear in new locations. One was in Harmar Twp. off and on
in August (JV) and one was in Jefferson Borough 9/30 (SSn). A
group of 60 crows roosting at Carnegie-Mellon University 8/16
were determined to be Fish Crows (SA).
It appeared that this would be a good fall for Red-breasted
Nuthatches. The first report came 9/6 from Sewickley Heights
Park (BVN). They were widely reported in at least nine locations
through September.
A Veery at North Park 8/29 (DN) could have been one of
the summer residents that breed there. Single Veeries were at
Sewickley Heights Park 9/6-7 (BVN, GM) and in Pine Twp.
9/22 (PL, SL). Gray-cheeked Thrush reports included one in
Pine Twp. 9/20 (PL, SL), 3 at Beechwood Farms 9/23 (SA, TRh,
AP), and one at Boyce-Mayview Park 9/26 (ST). Three female/
immature plumaged Purple Finches were in Pine Twp. 9/23 (PL,
SL) and 3 adult males were there 9/29 (PL, SL).
A Clay-colored Sparrow was a great find at Harrison Hills
Park 8/27 (DB), only the second park record (PH). It was the
22nd record for the county and the first since 2014. A Savannah
Sparrow in South Park 9/13 was a rare migrant report (JF, JP).
An Eastern Meadowlark was reported at Imperial in August
(MV, JF, LF). A flock of at least 2,000 Common Grackles were
observed during a 3RBC outing at Deer Lakes Park 9/8 (TH, OL et
al.). They were flying through a gap in the trees, so it was difficult
to estimate the numbers.
Worm-eating Warbler fall reports are rare, so one in Pine
Twp. 9/8 (PL, SL) was noteworthy. It’s always interesting to
receive a fall report of a Louisiana Waterthrush, because they are
rarely reported during fall migration and the general thought is that
they leave sometime in July, although nobody knows exactly when.
There was an eBird report of one 8/26 at SGL 203 in Wexford.
Several good photographs were included and one clearly showed
the unstreaked throat, eliminating Northern Waterthrush (which
would be early for that species).
A Mourning Warbler was a good find in Pine Twp. 9/29 (PL,
SL). A Kentucky Warbler was at Sewickley Heights Park 9/2
(LN, CD). Northern Parula was noted at five locations 9/12-30.
Less common warbler reports include Canada Warblers at Boyce
Park 8/18 (AH, PM), Pine Twp. 8/31 (PL, SL), Sewickley Heights
Park 9/6-7 (BVN, GM), and Frick Park 9/11 (AP), and Wilson’s
Warblers at Pine Twp. 9/1 (PL, SL), Sewickley Heights Park
9/7 (GM), North Park 9/7 (OM), Frick Park 9/22 (JS, SS, MK),
Beechwood Farms 9/23 (STh, SuT), and Frick Park 9/27 (SS).

A Gull and a Sparrow
Led Aug.-Sept. 2018 List
By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor

Twenty Blue-winged Teal were at Imperial 9/2 (MJ), and a
Green-winged Teal was there 9/8 (MV). A Horned Grebe was on
the Allegheny River at Harmar Twp. 9/3 (AH, PM). This is early,
although a bird was present on the river last June, perhaps the same
individual roaming the area during the summer.
There were few reports of Black-billed Cuckoos all summer
so two this fall were welcomed: single birds at Frick Park 8/31
(SA, TRh) and 9/11 (AP). Yellow-billed Cuckoos were reported
regularly during fall migration in September.
Common Nighthawks were observed from early August to
mid-September with high counts of 40 at Hartwood Acres 8/14
(AB), 50 at Harrison Hills Park 8/27 (MD, DB), and 82 at Ross
Twp. 8/30 (BM). An Eastern Whip-poor-will was heard and
recorded at Deer Lakes Park 9/22 (DYe). I can’t remember a fall
report of this species since I’ve been compiler.
A juvenile Laughing Gull was discovered at Chapel Harbor
on the Allegheny River in O’Hara Twp. 8/5 (MD, TH). The bird
was last reported 8/16, and for some observers it was very elusive.
It was most reliable in the early morning and evening, but its
whereabouts during the day remained a mystery. This provided the
fifth county record. The last one was in July 2014. Two Caspian
Terns were at Chapel Harbor 8/15 (JC, LK), and a Forster’s Tern
was there 8/20 (JVA).
A Semipalmated Plover was along the Ohio River near
Dashields Dam 8/4-5 (MV). Solitary Sandpiper reports included

UNCOMMON VISITOR – Dave Brooke found this Clay-colored
Sparrow at Harrison Hills Park in northeastern Allegheny on
August 27, 2018. It was only the second record for the park and
the first reported in the county since 2014.
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Just a Junco? Yes,
But a Special One!
By Jim Valimont

Some of our club members went to the Rio Grande Valley of
Texas in November with Brian Shema on an Audubon Society of
Western Pennsylvania trip. There were 15 participants, including
Brian and ASWP’s Gabi Hughes, on this nine-day tour.
We visited most of the favorite birding areas, including Quinta
Mazatlan. Our visit to this small preserve was late in the week.
Since many of the trails here are narrow and heavily wooded and
we had seen most of the target birds, Brian decided to let us break
up into smaller groups and explore the preserve on our own.
I decided to head for a new addition to the property, the
Ebony Grove where I had seen a number of warblers on a
previous trip. The new area is more open, with a new water feature.
Obviously, the staff cleared a lot of undergrowth and created many
brush piles for cover for the birds. Michelle Kienholz and I were
exploring the far corner of this section when a bird hopped up onto
a brush pile.
It was clearly a Dark-eyed Junco. I thought to myself “Oh, it’s
just a junco.” But then I remembered seeing that it had a reddish
back. I checked my eBird list for that region and found that any
junco there is rare.
By this time, the bird had dropped out of sight. Another birder
came up the trail toward us, and she had a camera. If she could get
some photos, this junco could be documented. I told her about the
junco and introduced myself. She was Casey Weissburg. Because
of the back color, the bird had to be either the “Red-backed” or the
“Gray-headed” subspecies. The color of the bill would determine
which race it was.
We kept waiting for the bird to reappear, and a Curve-billed
Thrasher kept popping up in the same brush pile. While I was on
the phone to tell Brian, Casey “pished” and the bird appeared long
enough for her to get a photo. From the all-pink bill color, it was
documented as a “Gray-headed” caniceps subspecies. The bill of
the “Red-backed” dorsalis subspecies is two-toned – dark on the
upper mandible and pale on the lower mandible. .
A large number of people saw it that day, including most of
our group. I thought to myself, “Why did it have to be just a junco?
Why couldn’t it have been a rare Mexican species?”
(Editor’s note: That subtle distinction between the two
subspecies may not be of great interest to many birders. But to

EXCITING FIND – Jim Valimont, our past 3RBC president,
spotted an interesting junco during a November 2018 tour of the
Rio Grande Valley in Texas. He couldn’t have known that it was
likely the first-ever record of a “Gray-headed” junco in the Valley.
This composite image by Richard Crossley, by permission via
Wikimedia Commons, illustrates the subspecies Jim found.
those who study the complex variations in juncos across the
continent, it was an important observation to document for
ornithologists. Jim, our former 3RBC president, discovered a
significant South Texas record. We should all be so observant and
lucky!)
We continued to bird at Quinta Mazatlan until lunch. As we
were leaving the preserve, I noticed Casey coming back with Mary
Gustafson, a local expert on birds of the Rio Grande Valley. I
didn’t think anything more about it until I received a call the next
day from Jack Solomon, who spends several months in the area
every winter. Jack and Sue had met Mary that day at Estero Llano
Grande State Park.
Mary believes that the “Gray-headed” Junco at Quinta
Mazatlan may have been the first record of this subspecies for the
Rio Grande Valley. She said it is probably rarer than the Goldencrowned Warbler – a species from southern Mexico, Central
America, and South America which rarely ventures north to the
U.S. but was excitingly present in the Valley during that same time.
Mary also noted in her blog that this may have been the first junco
of any kind found in the Valley other than our eastern Slate-colored
subspecies. Alas, there were no reports of the bird in the following
weeks.

Birds in the Three Rivers
continued from page 11

Observers: Sameer Apte, Dave Brooke, Alan Buriak,
Jack Chaillet, Michael David, Casey Davidson, Leslie Ferree,
John Flannigan, Cecilia Hard, Amy Henrici, Paul Hess, Joyce
Hoffmann, Todd Hooe, Frank Izaguirre, Matthew Juskowich,
Lisa Kauffman, Michelle Kienholz, Judy Lesso, Oliver Lindhiem,
Pat Lynch, Sherron Lynch, Pat McShea, Bob Machesney, Geoff
Malosh, Oscar Miller, Bob Mulvihill (BMu), Lauren Nagoda,
Dick Nugent, Aidan Place, Jack Solomon, Sue Solomon, Shannon
Thompson, Tessa Rhinehart, Sam Sinderson (SSn), Steve Thomas
(STh), Sue Thomas (SuT), Bob VanNewkirk (BVN), John Vassallo
(JVa), Jim Valimont, Mark Vass, Dan Weeks (DWe), David Yeany
(DYe).
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