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EARLY BIRD – This is a semi-aquatic bird that lived in China 120 
million years ago. Our February speaker discovered it and will tell 
us its ancient story. (photograph courtesy of Matthew Lamanna)

A REAL DAZZLER – You’ll have to look at this photo on the 3RBC 
website to appreciate this remarkable bird’s color. It was one of 
our President Bob VanNewkirk’s favorites on his African safari. 
(photograph by Karyn Delaney)

Have You Ever Seen 
a Fossil Bird?

Here’s Your Chance   
We use field guides to identify present-day birds, but who 

among us could identify a bird that vanished from the Earth 
more than a hundred million years ago? An expert who can is Dr. 
Matthew C. Lamanna, assistant curator in the Section of Vertebrate 
Paleontology at Carnegie Museum of Natural History. 

 He will tell us about that bird and much more on Wednesday, 
February 1, in one of our Three Rivers Birding Club’s most 
unusual programs. 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.

His program is titled “The Origin of Modern Birds: New 
Fossil Evidence from China and Antarctica.” Comprising more 
than 10,000 species, modern birds are today’s most diverse group 
of land-living backboned animals. The origins of these birds from 
toothed, long-tailed ancestors during the Cretaceous Period (the 
final period of the Age of Dinosaurs) remain poorly understood.

Matt is a paleontologist and the principal dinosaur researcher 
at Carnegie Museum. He received his B.Sc. from Hobart 
College in 1997 and his M.Sc. and Ph.D. from the University 
of Pennsylvania in 1999 and 2004. Expeditions by Matt and 

colleagues have uncovered dozens of exquisitely preserved 
avian fossils, many of them including feathers and skin, from 
120-million-year-old lake sediments in China. 

Among his studies was a bizarre bird-like dinosaur known as 
the “Chicken from Hell.” If that doesn’t whet your appetite for this 
3RBC presentation, nothing will.

President’s Message

A Journey of a Lifetime
By Bob VanNewkirk

Having a good friend who works as a travel agent presented 
an opportunity of a lifetime for my wife, Mary Ann, her brother 
Bill, and me. She recently arranged a nine-day Monograms private 
safari for the three of us to Tanzania, home to four superb national 
parks: Tarangire, Lake Manyara, Serengeti, and the world-famous 
Ngorongoro Crater. 

The allure of this East African country was an almost 
guaranteed spotting of Africa’s “Big Five Mammals” – elephant, 
black rhino, lion, leopard, and Cape buffalo, as well as its “Big 
Five Birds” – the Hamerkop, Southern Ground Hornbill, Kori 
Bustard, Saddle-billed Stork, and Lappet-faced Vulture. “Big” 
refers to the most sought-after species to hunt with a camera. 
My field guide, The Birds of Eastern Africa by Ber Van Perlo 
contains the 1,100 species on the country’s checklist. Obviously, 
I was relying on our guide to identify most of the birds we would 
encounter.

We began our journey with two flights totaling 19 hours, 
including a three-hour layover. Upon our late-night arrival, our 
driver took us to Arusha, gateway to the great game parks, where 
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we had booked rooms at the Mount Meru Hotel. Before the start of 
our safari, we had a chance to rest for a day, see some touristy sites 
in Arusha, and discuss details of the safari.

The next morning, I walked around the lovely, manicured 
grounds of the hotel. I wrote careful descriptions of every bird 
I encountered before looking them up in my field guide. Within 
a short time, I noted 12 species including Pied Wagtail, Bronze 
Mannikin, Variable Sunbird, Superb Starling, and Augur Buzzard. 
These birds with strange names were a delight to discover. I felt 
like a beginning birder in paradise. Despite all the research I did 
preparing for this trip, everything I saw and experienced over the 
next eight days easily surpassed my wildest expectations.

We met our driver and guide Fahad on Day 2, piling into his 
4x4 Safari vehicle which featured a pop-up roof for easy game 
viewing and photography. With only three passengers, there was 
plenty of space for us to move around. We headed south on the 
tarred Great North Road to Tarangire National Park. It covers 525 
square miles of rolling hills, savanna grassland, acacia woodlands, 
and giant baobabs. The Tarangire River and huge swamps are 
magnets for wildlife such as cheetahs, leopards, elephants, giraffes, 
elands, warthogs, waterbucks, impalas, gazelles, wildebeests, and 
Cape buffalos. All of the wildlife viewing was from the vehicle. 
The animals do not perceive it as a predator, and it was amazing 
how breathtakingly close we could get to them. We were always in 
sight of small herds or larger ones consisting of thousands.

Tarangire is also noted for its prolific birdlife, with more than 
500 species recorded. We saw typical residents such as Magpie 
Shrike, Tawny Eagle, Red-billed Hornbill, Lilac-breasted Roller, 
Red-billed Buffalo Weaver, White-backed Vulture, Yellow-
billed Oxpecker, and Ostrich. Marsh birds included Common 
Greenshank, Crowned Lapwing, Three-banded Plover, Common 
Sandpiper, Marabou, Gray Heron, Black Heron, and Egyptian 
Goose. Silver Bird and Bare-faced Go-away-bird, two endemics, 
were also sighted. The latter was named by hunters who claimed 
that it made a raucous noise and frightened away possible game.   

After a picnic brunch, Fahad drove to a popular waterhole. A 
bat-eared fox walked away when our vehicle came near. A mother 
warthog and her four wartlets headed for wooded cover. Then we 
watched a herd of zebras cautiously approach. A dozen baboons 
drank and bathed on the opposite side, and a flock of Yellow-
collared Lovebirds landed in the place left by the baboons. When 
six elephants came onto this scene, the zebras and birds instantly 
left. The herd drank first while the matriarch watched over them. 
After she had her fill, she walked away and the others followed. 
About 30 wildebeest came onto the scene, lined up side-by-side 
and lapped at the water. They departed as quickly as they appeared. 
The animals all seemed to be driven by a solitary purpose – drink 
quickly and do not expose yourself to predators. We did see 
predators nearby − five young lionesses lying together in the shade 
of a small tree. 

The next day, we traveled to Lake Manyara National Park at 
the base of the Rift Valley Escarpment. This small park by African 
standards – 127 square miles – is ecologically diverse, with 
groundwater forests, grassy plants, and alkaline Lake Manyara. 
The park and lake are named for the manyara bush used by the 
Maasi to build stockyards surrounding their settlements. 

In the park were huge trees such as Cape mahogany, sycamore 
figs, palms, as well as dense underbrush. Animals often use the 
road rather than struggling through tangled growth. We discovered 

a mother elephant feeding beside the road; a baby was standing 
under her enormous belly. In silence we watched this spellbinding 
scene. In a few moments, the mother turned and quietly passed 
directly in front of us, baby following, and they disappeared into 
the jungle. We next watched a troop of olive baboons preening and 
cavorting. Troops of 50 to 150 were found throughout the park. 
They were very entertaining to watch, especially the babies.

As the vegetation changed, so did the wildlife. We saw more 
buffalo, wildebeest, zebra, giraffe, and springbok. Eventually we 
had our first view of the lake. Great White Pelicans were soaring in 
numerous flocks and coming to land in the soda lake. As I focused 
my binoculars along the shoreline, I became so excited by the 
variety and multitude of the water birds that I just started calling 
out their names: Egyptian Goose, Sacred Ibis, Common Stilt, 
African Jacana, African Spoonbill, Black Crake, and Yellow-billed 
Stork. Fahad pointed out others: Squacco Heron, Hadada, Ruff, 
Painted Snipe, Red-billed Teal, White-faced Whistling Duck, and 
Hottentot Teal. At the back of the marsh were 15 hippos grunting 
and wallowing in a muddy pool. Thousands of Lesser and Greater 
Flamingos cast a pinkish tinge to the surrounding scene. As the 
lake shrinks during the dry season and heat waves shimmer, 
flamingo viewing begins to look more like a mirage than a reality.

                     (To be continued in the next issue.)                                   

President’s Message
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BIG AND POWERFUL – Bob VanNewkirk calls this Kori 
Bustard one of the "Big Five Birds” he saw in Africa. It is one 
of the heaviest flying birds and weighs from 19 to 41 pounds. 
(photograph by Karyn Delaney)

Outings to Come

Cold Weather Won’t
Keep Us from Birding

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director
Saturday, February 18 – Sewickley Heights Park: 

Participate in the Great Backyard Bird Count with 3RBC and Fern 
Hollow Nature Center. We will meet in the upper parking lot at 
9:00 AM and bird until noon. Following the walk, we will have a 
potluck luncheon at the nature center. If you attend the luncheon, 
you are asked to bring an item to share with others, such as a 
salad, beverages, chips, or a dessert item. See the 3RBC website 
for directions to the park. For further information contact Bob 
VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net).

 
Sunday, March 26 – Pymatuning Area: Meet leader 

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

 

Outings Revisited

Our Members Enjoyed
a Bird-filled Autumn 

Riding Meadow Park − September 25: Eight people 
gathered in Fox Chapel on a gorgeous autumn morning.  We 
identified 29 species: Canada Goose, Red-tailed Hawk, Chimney 
Swift, Red-bellied Woodpecker, Downy Woodpecker, Hairy 
Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Pileated Woodpecker, Least 
Flycatcher, Red-eyed Vireo, Blue Jay, American Crow, chickadee 
species, Tufted Titmouse, White-breasted Nuthatch, Carolina Wren, 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet, Gray-cheeked Thrush, Wood Thrush, Gray 
Catbird, Cedar Waxwing, Nashville Warbler, Bay-breasted Warbler, 
Black-throated Blue Warbler, Black-throated Green Warbler, 
Eastern Towhee, Northern Cardinal, Rose-breasted Grosbeak, and 
American Goldfinch.

Highlights were the two Black-throated Blue Warblers, several 
Black-throated Green Warblers, including one that caught an insect 
in mid-flight and zoomed to a branch in the sun to gobble it down, 
and a pair of Pileated Woodpeckers. –by leader Cecelia Hard 

Pymatuning State Park – October 9: Sixteen birders, 
including some who were new to this popular park, gathered at 
the Wildlife Learning Center expecting to see waterfowl, raptors, 
waders, and migratory songbirds. The first participants to arrive 
in the parking lot were treated to flyovers from a juvenile Bald 
Eagle and 5 Sandhill Cranes. After introductions, I told the group 
to expect the unexpected, including possible life birds, observing 
interesting bird behavior, and maybe seeing something so special 
that it would cause them to smile and say aloud, “Wow!” 

While we walked to the viewing area, we heard cranes calling 
but could not locate them. Scanning with spotting scopes we saw 
two juvenile eagles in flight and a Red-tailed Hawk perched in a 
tree. Double-crested Cormorants, Canada Geese, and three rafts of 
Ruddy Ducks were scattered over the lake.

As the sun became brighter, warbler activity began to pick 
up in the shrubs and trees around the nature center and parking 
lot. Yellow-rumped made up the majority of those present, but 
single sightings of Palm, Pine, Cape May, Tennessee, Blackpoll, 
and Common Yellowthroat were good discoveries. We tallied 27 
species at our first location. What a great way to start the day!

Moving on to the Spillway, we found large numbers of 
Mallards and Ring-billed Gulls lured there by people feeding them 
bread. A scan of the waterfowl produced an American Wigeon, a 
Gadwall, and some Ring-neck Ducks.

At the Hartstown propagation pond, the only waterfowl were 
2 Hooded Mergansers and 2 Pied-billed Grebes. A flock of soaring 
Turkey Vultures caught our attention, and, 2 birds in the group 
turned out to be a Bald Eagle and an unidentified raptor.

At the Miller Ponds, 2 Northern Shovelers and a Blue-winged 
Teal were our only new duck species. An Eastern Meadowlark was 
briefly sighted as it poked its head above the high grass. We were 
surprised to see a Northern Harrier diving downward upon another 
harrier near the far edge of a cornfield. Three juvenile eagles 
ascended into the sky near this same location like airplanes flying 
in formation. Farther along Teakettle Road, one sharp-eyed birder 
discovered a Lincoln’s Sparrow in a thicket. A maintenance worker 
told me recently that the 15-acre cornfield on the side of Teakettle 
Road is being converted into a wetland by the Game Commission. 
It is hoped that the project will be completed next year to provide 
good habitat for waterfowl and shorebirds.

mailto:van126%40comcast.net?subject=
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After a relaxing lunch break at the Spillway Inn, we headed 
to the fish hatchery. Killdeer were in the grass near the entrance. 
We had the day’s first sightings of Common Merganser, Wood 
Duck, Green-winged Teal, and Great Blue Heron. We also had 
great unobstructed looks at a young Bald Eagle perched on a fallen 
tree near the far end of the marsh. 

I was hoping to find one more species that might be a life bird 
for some. We proceeded to explore the Tuttle Campground area 
to look for a Red-headed Woodpecker. Within a short time, one 
was located in a swampy inlet between the lake and the road. The 
bird cooperatively perched at the top of a snag long enough for 
everyone to get a long look. While we watched the woodpecker, a 
Cooper’s Hawk sped into the area above the tree tops. As the Coop 
circled back, a Sharp-shinned Hawk suddenly appeared and made 
a strafing pass at it. No contact was made between the two birds, 
and they quickly disappeared in a blur of wingbeats. 

Late in the afternoon, most participants headed for home. 
The rest decided to continue birding and drive to Custards. The 
marsh had little open water as it was choked with spatterdock. 
An American Coot was briefly spotted swimming in the dense 
vegetation. But there were birds above the water such as 2 adult 
Bald Eagles perched on a pine bough, 2 soaring juvenile eagles, 
and fly-bys of a Wood Duck and a Pileated Woodpecker.

Heading back to our cars, I asked one of the birders if she had 
any “wow” moments during the outing. “Only about 17 of them,” 
she replied matter of factly.

The day’s species total was 59. Once again, Pymatuning State 
Park lived up to its reputation as an area where a birder can find a 
good diversity of birds and create pleasant memories.

There’s a footnote to this report: Joan Tague was one of the 
outing’s participants. Joan was in town primarily to provide a 
special tribute to the honor and memory of her recently-deceased 
husband, Chuck. Watching Joan interact with the other birders 
throughout the day brought back many memories of the times 
when Chuck and she would lead outings to Pymatuning. They 
helped me and many others discover life birds. Now here she was 
again, sharing her knowledge, joy, and passion for birds. Is it any 
wonder then, why I enjoy the opportunity to be an outing leader 
to Pymatuning? It’s my way to honor Chuck and Joan. −by leader 
Bob VanNewkirk

Moraine State Park – October 30: The autumn colors were 
in full force as we gathered at the South Shore for the club’s 15th 
anniversary outing and picnic.  

A quick scan of the bay found American Coots, Double-
crested Cormorants, and Ring-billed Gulls. The ratchet call of a 
Belted Kingfisher alerted us to its presence and a distant Great 
Blue Heron stood in the shallows.

In the hedgerow along the parking area we found Swamp, 
Song, White-throated, and one White-crowned Sparrow along with 
a Ruby-crowned Kinglet. Along Sunken Garden Trail a Yellow-
rumped Warbler and two late Eastern Phoebes were mixed in with 
more sparrows, Blue Jays, and American Crows.

The mild temperatures and calm lake made for comfortable 
and aesthetically pleasing views, but the Pleasant Valley Picnic 
Area and Bear Run were both devoid of birds. On the drive 
between those stops, several Eastern Bluebirds were spotted.

We crowded onto the newly rebuilt, much smaller, waterfowl 
observation deck. Finally, some waterfowl: Wood Ducks, Ring-
necked, Ruddy, Gadwalls, Pied-billed Grebes, and one each of 

Northern Shoveler, Northern Pintail, and scaup (species?). A clap 
of thunder signaled the first sprinkles of rain and sent us scurrying.

The rain was heavy on the drive to the Route 528 bridge. We 
parked under the shelter of the bridge as the downpour continued, 
and the bridge became a decorative fountain when the bridge deck 
drainage ports above spouted streams of water. The wind picked 
up, and we added layers of clothing against the chill. Rock Pigeons 
cooed from their perches overhead, and flocks of Cedar Waxwings 
flew over while we waited for the rain to stop. 

The rain did stop, the day cooled, our appetites grew, and it 
was an easy decision to head to a covered pavilion at McDanel’s 
Boat Launch for the annual picnic to warm up and refuel. An 
Osprey flew over with a fish clasped in its talons while we set out 
the picnic spread. As always, the potluck picnic provided a varied 
array of delicious food and treats. During the feast, we went over 
our list of species: 47, plus an unidentified small falcon and a 
briefly spotted grebe. –by participant Sheree Daugherty

Yellow Creek State Park – November 3: Eighteen birders 
were greeted by a chilly morning. Only Carolina Wren, Red-
bellied Woodpecker, Black-capped Chickadee, and Blue Jays were 
listed at first, so we went directly to the lake. It was socked in with 
fog, and we could barely see silhouettes of the Lesser Scaup that 
had been there since spring.

In the distance we could see Little Yellow Cove, so we 
headed there. By the time we arrived, it was foggy. Near shore, we 
spotted a Common Loon – just a silhouette. Six American Coots 
were near shore, and 15 Canada Geese flew by.

With almost no bird song and poor viewing conditions, 
we hauled out the muffins and contented ourselves chatting and 
munching. Ken Truitt decided check the fog at the maintenance 
building. He returned with a good report, and we headed back to 
the building. There really was a lake out there!

On the water were 86 Canada Geese, 1 Gadwall, 1 Ring-
necked Duck, 304 Ruddy Ducks, a small flock of Pied-billed 
Grebes, a Double-crested Cormorant, and 178 American Coots. 
We owe thanks to Tom Glover for counting the ruddies and coots. 
The waterfowl highlight was a pair of Common Goldeneyes, the 
first of the season. A rattling Belted Kingfisher flew toward the 
end of the lake, a Swamp Sparrow sang from the underbrush, and 
a Purple Finch flew overhead ticking. Perched atop a tree was a 
Northern Mockingbird.  

Back at Little Yellow Cove, we could actually see the loon 
as well as 1 Wood Duck, 4 Gadwalls, 1 American Black Duck, 7 
Mallards, 2 Lesser Scaup, 6 Buffleheads, 5 Pied-billed Grebes, and 
41 more coots. A Great Blue Heron fished near the edge. 

At the main recreation area, a Ring-necked Pheasant ran 
across the grass. The beach was unproductive because a man with 
two boys walked along the edge. We continued to the Observatory 
Trail, where we added Golden-crowned Kinglet to our list. 

At the observatory were 1 Mute Swan, 2 American Wigeons, 
5 more ruddies, and 14 more Pied-billed Grebes.  As we were 
leaving, someone spotted a raptor that turned out to be a Turkey 
Vulture, and we quickly realized there were more. We counted 29 
vultures circling and gaining altitude.  

After noon, most of us went to Indiana for lunch at the 
Fortune Chinese Buffet, and seven of us went on to Blue Spruce 
County Park to hand-feed chickadees and a White-breasted 
Nuthatch. Our species total was 43 for the day. –by leader 
Margaret Higbee



5

The Peregrine

A CLOSE ENCOUNTER OF THE GROUSE KIND – This Ruffed 
Grouse evidently did not consider Geoff Malosh’s car much of a 
threat. He photographed at extraordinarily close range and tells us 
about the remarkable experience.

Hey, Buddy,
I’m in Charge
of This Road! 
Wanna Fight?

By Geoff Malosh
On May 30, 2016, I ran my annual Breeding Bird Survey 

route in Fayette County, which passes through Ohiopyle State 
Park. After finishing the survey, I drove back to the park for some 
photography. On a dirt road through a wooded area, a Ruffed 
Grouse flew out of the woods and right onto the front of my car. 
At first I thought I had hit it, so I started backing up − but the bird 
didn’t appear in the road ahead of me.

I wasn’t sure what was going on, so I backed up a little 
more quickly, and realized the bird was actually now in the road, 
running after the car as I backed up. When I’d stop, it became very 
interested mainly in the tires or took to just circling around the 
front of the car. I assumed there were chicks nearby prompting the 
bird to take on this hyper-aggressive posture.

The thing was, I must have backed the car up 300 yards, but 
the grouse wouldn’t give up. I figured that once I was far enough 
away, it would give up and hightail it back into the woods, but that 
didn’t happen.

Eventually, I got out of the car with the camera and the bird, 
of course, decided to come after me. This back-and-forth went on 
for a few minutes while I was trying to open enough distance to 
get a picture, and the bird was trying to steal the camera. Finally, it 
perked up quickly and retreated to the woods along the roadside. It 
was as if it had suddenly awakened and realized what it was doing. 
It never got into its most aggressive posture with feathers flared 
out, but it certainly was fearless (or maybe reckless).

I figured the show was over, but as soon as I got back into the 
car, the grouse came right back out onto the road and chased the 
car again! When I got alongside it and then speeded up, it just flew 
after the car until it hit the doors with its wings and then blocked 
the road again. (This was a rough dirt road, and I couldn’t exactly 
go 40 mph). If I got out of the car, it would go and sit patiently in 
the first row of trees. When I got back in, out it came again. This 
was repeated one or two more times until I finally got ahead of it 
for good and got the hell out of there.

At one point during the standoff, when I was still trying to 
inch my car past this stubborn bird, another car pulled up alongside 
mine and stopped, with the bird in the middle of the road ahead of 
our cars. The driver tried honking it out of the way, but the grouse 
would have none of it. I got out and told the driver to ease forward, 
and that the bird wouldn’t let him run it over if he didn’t accelerate 
suddenly. It would probably return to chasing me anyway, which 
would give the driver a good opportunity for his getaway. 

He got out and asked, “Is that a turkey?” and I said, “No, 
it’s a Ruffed Grouse,” at which news he got back into his car and 
promptly told his wife, “It’s a turkey, just like I thought.” 

Anyway, the guy got off safely, leaving me alone with this 
crazy miniature turkey again. Hopefully, for the next car it tried to 
attack, the driver would be so kind.

I’d heard of Ruffed Grouse “attacking” humans while 
defending young (though I had never personally witnessed it). 
Many birders have stories about Ruffed Grouse interrupting a 
peaceful springtime hike in the forest, attacking shoes and tripods, 
and generally acting the opposite of the species’ otherwise shy 
and retiring demeanor. But I’d never heard of a grouse attacking 
a moving car! Upon hearing my story, one birder with a similar 
experience said to me, “Sometimes our state bird can be very 
weird.” Indeed.
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SOAKING UP THE SUN – A Blue Jay, a Northern Cardinal, and 
a European Starling photographed by Tom Moeller show us what 
Tom describes in this issue’s chapter of “Observations.”

Observations

Sunbathing Birds
By Tom Moeller

Perhaps you have seen a bird in your yard twisted into an 
odd position with wings drooping, head back, looking like a cat 
or predator had injured it, when suddenly it snaps back into a 
“normal” bird. The bird has been sunbathing, exposing feathers or 
skin to bright sunlight. Often a bird’s wings and tail are spread out, 
it leans to one side, and its beak is open as it pants.  Sometimes 
body feathers are fluffed up to uncover skin.      

Why would a bird get into this vulnerable position to 
sunbathe anyway? As with water bathing and preening, sunbathing 
is for feather maintenance. A bird must keep its feathers in top 
condition in order to fly, keep insulated, and remain healthy.  

There are three main reasons that birds sunbathe. Often 
sunning is to dry feathers after a water bath, a rain, or after a 
period of high humidity. As in a bath, sunning is usually followed 
by preening of the feathers. Another purpose is to eliminate 
ectoparasites from feathers. These pests can eat the feathers and/or 
infect the bird’s health. The sun’s heat causes the parasites to “get 
out of the hot kitchen.” Third, after preening with oil from a bird’s 
uropygial gland, located at the base of the tail, exposure to the sun 
converts elements in the oil to Vitamin D, necessary for calcium 
absorption. Again, for those reasons, preening follows sunbathing 
for maintenance, getting rid of parasites, and ingesting Vitamin D.   

Birds also sunbathe for warmth, especially in winter. Vultures 
and other birds can be seen early in the morning sunning to warm 
up after a cold night. Birds may sun themselves during molting 
to relieve the discomfort of growing new feathers. Some experts 
believe birds just like to relax and sunbathe for the pure joy of it.  

We most often see passerines sunning themselves in our 
yards. Owls, too, like to sunbathe in distorted positions for the 
same reasons. Ducks and geese, however, are not known to 
sunbathe with wings and tails spread akimbo but merely in a 
“normal” position. Grebes face away from the sun, raising their 
hind end and back feathers to expose a dark-skinned patch on 
their backs which facilitates heat absorption. Herons may be seen 
sunning with wings spread low in a “delta-wing position.” 

Don’t be alarmed if you see an oddly contorted bird on your 
lawn. It’s probably just sunbathing.
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spread-wing

Doris C. Hauser, “Some Observations on Sun-Bathing in 
Birds.” The Wilson Bulletin, Vol. 69, No. 1 (March 1957) pages 
78-90. tinyurl.com/Wilson-Bulletin

Melissa Mayntz. “Bird Sunning; Why Do Birds Sunbathe?” 
2012. About.com. http://birding.about.com/od/birdbehavior/a/Bird-
Sunning.htm

Darren Naish. “It’s hot and sunny, so birds lie down and 
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com/heat-and-sun 

John Platt, “Why Do Birds Sunbathe?” 2014. Mother Nature 
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The Peregrine

“CUTE” IS THE WORD – Many 3RBC members enjoyed Bob 
Mulvihill’s Project Owlnet banding operation at Sewickley Heights 
Park last fall. Jim Jeffries photographed the action and takes us on 
a visit to the scene. Above, a Northern Saw-whet Owl poses nicely 
for Jim. Below, Bob records a migrant’s age, measurements, and 
physical condition before it continues its journey

Project Owlnet: Fascination
  on a Banding Night Shift

By Jim Jeffries
A chance to take part in the National Aviary’s Pittsburgh 

Project Owlnet was an opportunity I did not want to miss. It was 
a warm night in October 2016 when we gathered at Sewickley 
Heights Park in northern Allegheny County. The banding station 
was blessed by a northerly wind and a waning, setting crescent 
moon − perfect conditions (we hoped!) for capturing Northern 
Saw-whet Owls during their southern migration. This elusive owl 
is a “grail” species among birders rarely seen in the wild.

You may wonder, as I did, about the origin of this cute little 
owl’s name. It refers to the eerie night-time call resembling the 
sharpening or “whetting” of a saw blade. The calls were heard deep 
in the forest by previous generations of woodsmen. Yet, even into 
the mid-1990s little was known of this rarely seen owl because of 
its secretive nocturnal behavior. Even during the day its diminutive 
size and camouflage makes its roosting spots difficult to detect. 
Recently, seasonal netting has given us an opportunity to see them 
up close – which was our task that night. We netted, examined, 
banded, and released four saw-whets between sunset and midnight.

A Northern Saw-whet Owl is a fearless nocturnal raptor, but 
stories abound of its remarkably tame nature around humans. Deep 
in their native boreal forests they have been known to let hunters 
walk right up to them and pick them off their hard-to-find daytime 
perches, exhibiting a trusting and perhaps “naive” behavior.

All of the saw-whets we captured and released were females, 
and they minimally minded our intrusive physical examination, our 
bright lights and banding. The owl pictured with this article, like 
all of the others, gradually accepted our presence and took its time 
leaving us to resume its interrupted night-time journey. We seemed 
to end our brief meeting as friends!

To lure the owls into the banding station, a variety of loud 
saw-whet “vocalizations” were broadcast from portable boom 
boxes placed near conifers. Nearby, we strung up strategically 
placed mist nets. These nets were strong enough to capture owls in 
flight without hurting them.  

As we checked the nets every hour, we were always excited to 
find that the sound recordings had attracted owls from their flight 
through the surrounding forest. 

We literally worked the “night shift.” Bob Mulvihill, 
ornithologist at the aviary, examined each owl. Its feathers were 
fluoresced with UV lighting to determine its approximate age. 
Bob’s inspection showed us that we had captured an owl banded 
two years earlier in Alberta, Canada − 1,600 miles west/northwest 
of its present location. Banding showed us factual evidence of the 
great distances these little owls can travel.

Saw-whets are diminutive but fierce carnivores that prey on 
rodents, small birds, and frogs. They may seem to be rarer than 
they really are. Their secretive behavior keeps them hidden, though 
they might be nesting in a nearby forest of pines. Capture of 
migrants for banding shows that they are more common than once 
thought. They breed in Pennsylvania but are more abundant in 
Canada’s boreal forests.  Females, more than males, are known to 
migrate south during the approach of winter. They have been found 
as far south as Mexico. 

Based on past migratory flight paths, the owls we banded that 
night could have been on a journey to their winter home deep in 
the pine forests of the Appalachians of Tennessee. 
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CURIOUS? – An American Redstart seems to wonder about 
Steve Gosser as Steve was photographing it in early September at 
Harrison Hills Park in Allegheny County. Redstarts are among our 
most commonly encountered migrant warblers in the fall.  

A 3rbc Website Warning
A bogus website on the Internet is mimicking our club’s 

site, which is www.3rbc.org. The mimic is the numeral 3 with 
“rivers bird club” spelled out, and with a dot org at the end. 
Don’t click on it. It leads to ads that put tracking cookies into 
your computer or Internet device. It may even include a Trojan 
virus.

Birds in the Three Rivers Area

An American Avocet Was
Best in Aug.−Sept. 2016

By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor
An early Common Loon was at Dashields Dam 9/29 (MJ). 

Four Black Vultures soared over Jefferson Borough 8/27 (JHa). A 
Virginia Rail at Wingfield Pines 8/24 (FK) was likely one of the 
birds that bred there this past summer.

August brought southbound shorebirds into the county. An 
American Golden-Plover was a rarity at a small pond at Janoski’s 
Farm in Findlay Township 9/2-3 (MV et al.). Semipalmated 
Plovers were at Imperial 8/6 (MV) and Duck Hollow 9/6 (DK). 
An American Avocet was a great find at Duck Hollow 8/26 (BR), 
discovered around noon and remaining until dusk, allowing many 
birders to see it. It was gone the next day − typical behavior of 
migrant avocets in Allegheny County. This was the sixth county 
record. The only report of Greater Yellowlegs was a flock that flew 
over Imperial 8/28 (MV). Solitary Sandpiper reports were 2 at 
Imperial 8/6 and 1 there 9/11 (MV). One was at Beechwood Farms 
9/11 (JC, AP). A Semipalmated Sandpiper at Imperial 8/13 (MV) 
was the only report for the period. Up to 3 Least Sandpipers were 
at Imperial for most of August (MV). A Pectoral Sandpiper was 
there 8/25 and 3 were there the following day (MV).

A Forster’s Tern was at Dashields Dam 9/17 (MV). Black-
billed Cuckoos were scarce all summer, so a report at Deer 
Lakes Park 9/10 (TH) was welcome. High counts of Common 
Nighthawks were 56 in Upper St. Clair 8/27 (ST), 67 in Aspinwall 
8/27 (STh, SuT), 138 in Moon Township 8/28 (GM), and 22 in 
Squirrel Hill 9/9 (MVV). A Red-headed Woodpecker in North 
Fayette Township 9/25 was photographed and posted on eBird 
((TC). 

An Olive-sided Flycatcher was photographed at Beechwood 
Farms 8/27 (reported to CK), 1 was at Sewickley Heights Park 
9/9 (BVN et al.), 1 at Deer Lakes Park 9/10 (TH), 1 at Beechwood 
Farms 9/11 (DP), and 1 at Frick Park 9/11 (TM, NM). Single 
Yellow-bellied Flycatchers were found at Barking Slopes 8/20 
(TH), Sewickley Heights Park 8/26 (GM), and Beechwood Farms 
9/4 (AH) and 9/10 (TH). There are usually few reports of Great 
Crested Flycatchers in the fall, and singles were found only at 
Harrison Hills Park 9/2 (DN) and Frick Park 9/18 (JS, SS).

A Common Raven was in Bridgeville 9/24-26 (RT). A 
Purple Martin was perched with Barn Swallows at Janoski’s 
Farm 8/5 (MV) and 1 was nearby at Imperial 8/28 (MV). A Fish 
Crow was at All Souls Cemetery in North Braddock 8/20 (MF), the 
location where they were first confirmed breeding in the county in 
2004. Five were in Homewood Cemetery in Squirrel Hill 8/30 (JC).

Red-breasted Nuthatches moved through the state in good 
numbers this fall and were reported in various locations through 
September. A Marsh Wren was a nice find at Harrison Hills Park 
9/10 (DYe, MD) where it remained at least to 9/20. Another was at 
Peters Creek in Jefferson Borough 9/24 (JHa).

Twenty-eight warbler species were reported in September. 
Rarely found in fall, a Northern Waterthrush was seen at Dead 
Man’s Hollow 9/10 (DYe). A Worm-eating Warbler at Harrison 
Hills Park 9/6 (SG) was a good find. An Orange-crowned 
Warbler was at Beechwood Farms 9/20 (DN), and Connecticut 
Warblers were reported at Harrison Hills Park 9/16 (DN), 
Marshall Township 9/18 (JHz), Beechwood Farms 9/23 (BSh), and 
Sewickley Heights Park 9/23 (AK). Mourning Warbler reports 

were singles at Beechwood Farms 8/26 (AP) and 9/11 (JHa), 2 
heard calling in night migration over Moon Township 9/12 (GM), 
1 photographed at Harrison Hills Park 9/16 (SG), 1 at Sewickley 
Heights Park 9/23 (GM), and 1 at Frick Park 9/29 (SS). Single 
Kentucky Warblers were found at Harrison Hills Park 9/6 (SG) 
and Frick Park 9/18 (JS, SS). A rare fall find, a Cerulean Warbler 
was at Sewickley Heights Park 8/26 (GM). Pine Warblers 
included singles at Sewickley Heights Park 9/16 (GM), Boyce-
Mayview Park 9/20 (ST), and Pine Township 9/21 (PL, SL).

A Vesper Sparrow was found at Imperial 9/19 (GM), and 
single Savannah Sparrows were seen there 8/26 (MV) and 
9/24 (GM). Both species continue to breed there as development 
continues. Lincoln’s Sparrows arrived in late September: 
single birds were at Harrison Hills Park 9/24 (SG, MF, JV, PH), 
Beechwood Farms 9/25 (AP), and Frick Park 9/25 (JHa). Up to 3 
Purple Finches were in Pine Township during the period (PL, SL).

Observers: Jack Chaillet, Traci Cutri, Michael David, Mike 
Fialkovich, Steve Gosser, James Hausman (JHa), Janet Heintz 
(JHz), Amy Henrici, Paul Hess, Todd Hooe, Matt Juskowich, Fred 
Kachmarik, Alyssa Karmann, Dave Kerr, Chris Kubiak, Pat Lynch, 
Sherron Lynch, Geoff Malosh, Tom Moeller, Nancy Moeller, Dick 
Nugent, Aidan Place, David Poortinga, Betty Roland, Brian Shema 
(BSh), Jack Solomon, Sue Solomon, Steve Thomas (STh), Sue 
Thomas (SuT), Shannon Thompson, Ryan Tomazin, Jim Valimont, 
Bob VanNewkirk (BVN), Mark VanderVen (MVV), Mark Vass, 
David Yeany II (DYe), other observers (et al.).

http://www.3rbc.org

