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Foreword
James D. Rising
THE NIAGARA REGION IS AN AREA RICH NOT ONLY IN HISTORY BUT IN NATURAL HISTORY.
Sitting largely on an isthmus between Lake Ontario and Lake Erie — two of the largest
bodies of fresh water in the world — it is an area of temperate climate, with long cool
springs and long cool autumns, conditions that make it one of the prime fruit-growing
regions in Canada. It is also an ideal corridor for migrating birds, which prefer to fly over
land rather than over large bodies of water. In Niagara Birds, we are told that 368 species
of birds have been recorded in the region and that one could expect to see, with a reasonable dedication to search, 220 species in a year. In spring, birders come from afar to
witness the northward movement of raptors over the Niagara Escarpment at Grimsby,
where often the migrating raptors pass quite close to observers. In the winter months
(especially December) birders gather along the Niagara gorge, where they have a good
chance of seeing 8 -10 species of gulls in a single day. During spring migration, Lake Erie,
Lake Ontario, the Niagara River and the various wetlands together constitute a mecca for
a variety of waterfowl. Fall and winter bring more — many Long-tailed Ducks and scaup,
all three scoters and perhaps a King Eider, Harlequin Duck or Barrow’s Goldeneye.
Niagara Birds is brought to us by John Black and Kayo Roy, two long-time students of
the ornithology of the area. John came to the Niagara Region in 1966, when he accepted
a position as Professor of Physics at Brock University, and since 1993 he has been a
serious student of bird migration. His work has included studies, by means of acoustic
microphones and weather radar, of birds that migrate at night. The results of these studies have been published in scholarly journals. John has travelled widely, one of his
ambitions being to see representative species of all of the families of the birds of the
world. He has served as the Niagara Regional Coordinator for the Atlas of the Breeding
Birds of Ontario 2001–2005 (2007) and as director and president of the Ontario Field
Ornithologists. Kayo moved to Niagara in 1976 and has been active in the field studies
there ever since. His primary goal has been the study of North American birds. He has
travelled throughout all of the Canadian provinces and most of the lower 48 states. He
has made numerous trips to Alaska: twice to Attu, three times to Gambell and once to
the Pribiloffs. Kayo has served as secretary of the Ontario Bird Records Committee, executive member of the Federation of Ontario Naturalists, and for the past 25 years, compiler of the Niagara Falls ON/NY Christmas Bird Count. Kayo is also a past president of
the Niagara Falls Nature Club.
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Eastern Kingbirds
Harold Stiver

I first visited the Niagara Region in the late 1960s. It was a marvellous pastoral place
— wonderful for birds. I have since then continued my trips to the region and have
taken various students and classes there on the last Friday in November to feast our
many eyes on the gulls (ten species in one day is my record). Today, in retirement, my
wife and I still visit Niagara, now much changed but not yet entirely spoiled by agricultural and especially urban development. I cannot wait to take this volume with me on
our next visit.
The natural history of the Niagara Region has been a subject well studied since the
late nineteenth century. For Black and Roy, a significant and more recent reference point
is Beardslee and Mitchell’s Birds of the Niagara Frontier Region published in 1965 and Roy
Sheppard’s Bird Life of Canada’s Niagara Frontier published in 1970. The primary objective of Niagara Birds is to update these earlier works by covering the 41-year period 1966
– 2006. In this interim, several other significant works have been published on the birds
of southern Ontario, though not exclusively of the Niagara Region, including the following: Birds of Elgin County: a century of change, compiled and written by naturalists of Elgin
County and published in 2004; Robert Curry’s Birds of Hamilton and Surrounding Areas,
published in 2006; the two Ontario breeding bird atlases, most recently the atlas based
on 2001-2005 data and published in 2007. Added to these sources are the voluminous,
unpublished field notes of the authors and their colleagues. In the production of Niagara
Birds, Black and Roy have synthesized vast amounts of information in one complete volume, and in so doing have created a valuable work of varied content and great interest
that is, at the same time, readable and accessible.
Niagara Birds is organized into four sections. Part 1
provides a broad historical, geographical and ornithological orientation to the Niagara Region, starting with
the first commentaries of Jesuit priests who visited the
area in the 1640s and continuing with the many who
have subsequently written about the natural history of
the region. Although the book focuses on the years
1966 – 2006, the period is placed in historical perspective in an essay by Marcie Jacklin, Brock University librarian and a student of Niagara’s cultural and
natural history. Part 1 includes, as well, an overview of
the climate, geology and ecology of the region and
concludes with a review of the various natural history
clubs in the area. Part 2, “Niagara Birds by Season,” is
divided into five parts, one for each of the four seasons and one for issues and species that are present
year round. Each section contains essays by a number of writers on a variety of interesting subjects. For example, the well-known author and “owl lady” Kay McKeever
writes on the Owl Foundation and West Nile Disease, and Anne Yagi, wildlife manager
with the Ministry of Natural Resources, presents a thesis on the management of resident
upland game birds. Two essays of particular relevance in Niagara are “Birds and
Vineyards” and “Starlings and Icewine,” which describe the interaction between birds
and the local wine industry — an interaction that is, in fact, very costly to this industry.
Each season and each essay is tastefully illustrated with both artwork and digital photographs of exceptional quality. Part 3, provides a detailed account of each bird species
that has been recorded in the Niagara Region. Again, the focus is on data post-1966,
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but in the case of a rare bird, or in cases selected for historical purposes, older information is given. Thus, for Ross’s Gull, a species not recorded in the region until 1994, each
of the few sightings is cited; for the Prothonotary Warbler, a southern species marginal in
this area, older records are noted, as well as an account of its current status. The last section, Part 4, contains a description of birding hotspots, specific areas where bird species
of interest are most likely to be found in Niagara.
This book is a must for naturalists and birding enthusiasts living in southern Ontario,
as well as those in the surrounding areas of New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio and Michigan
— for anyone, in fact, interested in learning more about the birds of the Niagara Region.
It is a fine compilation of information that is both up-to-date and visually pleasing. It is
not a field guide, but a companion volume to other resources. The editors are to be commended on the evenness and clarity of the essays, which have been contributed by many
individuals — each with local experience and each with a unique style and perspective.
The layout and design by Judie Shore is not only attractive, but easy to negotiate. John
and Kayo have produced for us a volume that is clear, useful and enjoyable. It should
serve as a model to those who follow in producing studies of their own areas.
James D. Rising
Professor Emeritus
University of Toronto
Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology
August 2009

Prothonotary Warbler
Brandon Holden
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Preface
Bonaparte’s Gull
Brandon Holden

THIS

BOOK REPRESENTS, AS THEY SAY, “A TALE THAT GREW IN THE TELLING.”

From 2001 to 2005 I acted as the regional coordinator for the Niagara Region component of the second Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas. While working with the atlas data in
2005, I decided that, in order to assist future atlassers, I should write up some of the
small but interesting details not sent to the atlas. This material, along with a considerable body of other data, would best be stored in the Brock University Library for use by
present and future students of ornithology. During the setting up of this arrangement,
it became obvious just how rich and deep this body of bird lore was: in fact, there was
enough material for several books. I decided to start with one. I approached Kayo Roy,
whom I knew had been working for some years on a list of rare birds of the region, to
see if he would like to be involved. Over the next few months of planning, we decided
to draw upon the expertise and interest of other birders in the community by inviting
them to contribute some of the articles and species accounts to the project. Gradually,
the book grew to its present size as we added new components. Early in the process we
determined that the book should be written, not only as a useful resource for students
of ornithology, but also as an interesting and helpful reference for people who live in
the region and for the many birders who come to Niagara expressly to see birds.
Since my arrival in St. Catharines in 1966, I have enjoyed the birds on an almost
daily basis. I hope this book will convey some of the pleasure and involvement that
those interested in nature can experience in Niagara and will encourage them to go
outdoors, eyes opened.
John E. Black
St. Catharines
21 March, 2010
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THE IDEA OF WRITING A BOOK ON THE BIRDS OF NIAGARA was initially triggered
for me in April of 1987, when Howard Martin, the then President of the Niagara Falls
Nature Club, asked if I would consider preparing a checklist of Niagara birds for the
nature club. A book came to mind, but the idea lay dormant until early March 2005,
when John Black asked if I would be interested in collaborating with him on a book
that would update information on the ever-changing birdlife of Niagara. John was
adamant that this endeavour be a joint venture with equal involvement. In April of
2005, I enthusiastically accepted the offer because I knew that if I didn’t get involved
then, I never would.
After several meetings, we determined what we wanted to accomplish in writing
such a book and what each of our responsibilities would be. Furthermore, we discussed the inclusion of bird-related subject matter of a kind that would not commonly appear in the same volume as species accounts and standard bird knowledge. Before
long, our plans for the content of the book had expanded substantially; we were far
beyond checklists.
One of our most important decisions was to agree to broaden the scope of the book
by soliciting articles, in addition to those we ourselves would write, from birders in the
area who had been involved in projects related to the birds, the natural history or even
the social history (as reflected, for example, in the formation of nature clubs and societies) of Niagara. They would be asked to submit chapters on a variety of topics, all of
which were relevant to the Niagara Region during the 1966-2006 time frame of the
book. Detailed species accounts of all the birds found in Niagara would constitute a
significant element in the book and would provide for a comparison of the status and
abundance of present bird populations with those of earlier times. Since those early
meetings, frequent changes in our thinking have taken place; however, updating the
recorded information on the birdlife of Niagara for the specified 41-year period has
remained our primary objective.
This book is intended for anyone
interested in Niagara’s avifauna, but
non-birders will also find the content
absorbing. Here, then, for your enjoyment is a compilation of the changes in
the avian diversity of Niagara over the
41 years from 1966-2006. Included as
well are more than 500 exceptional photographic images of Niagara birds, all in
colour, together with a number of outstanding black-and-white bird drawings.
Kayo J. Roy
Fonthill, Ontario
March, 2010

Orchard Oriole
Harold Stiver
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Spotted Sandpiper
Barry Cherriere
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Introduction
Kayo J. Roy and John E. Black

MONTAGUE CHAMBERLAIN, AUTHOR OF A Catalogue of Canadian Birds, with Notes on
the Distribution of the Species (1887), laments in his Preface the very narrow limits to the
knowledge of birds in Canada in the late 1800s. The reason for ornithology not making the advances in Canada that it had made in other countries he attributes to “the
leading scientific men of the Dominion, who consider that all that can be learned about
our fauna is now known to science.”
Chamberlain also refers to the correspondence he had on this subject with several
eminent American ornithologists. One of these was Professor J.A. Allen of the American Museum of Natural History in New York, who writes to him as follows:
I have long watched with interest the reports of the Canadian Survey, and have
been disappointed to find the Natural History portion of the work receiving so
small a share of attention, where the field is so inviting and as yet so little
worked…. No portion of this continent north of Mexico offers so inviting a region
for natural history exploration as the great northern interior, where only the most
superficial harvest has been reaped.
Another of Chamberlain’s correspondents, Dr. Elliott Coues of Washington, similarly disappointed by the limitations of ornithological research in Canada, writes to him
of the “great amount of work that needs to be done before your country can stand side
by side with the United States in this branch of science.” Coues does, however,
acknowledge the work of Canadian Thomas McIlwraith. He also credits recent
advances to the Geological Survey of Canada but inquires “whether it would be possible for the Survey to include some professed Ornithologist in its corps”.
Such comments by distinguished American ornithologists indicate how far Canada
was behind at the end of the nineteenth century on matters ornithological. Much has
been done since then to correct this situation, and Chamberlain, Allen and Coues
would no doubt be enormously respectful today of the achievements of so many professional Canadian scientists of all kinds, of their students, and even of the increasing
numbers of amateur birders who make their own impressive contributions. The depth
and scope of the ornithological literature now available in Canada demonstrate the
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advances made over the past 100 years. However, since much of this material
languishes unpublished in the “special collections” of libraries and museums or in
the hands of volunteers of natural history societies, problems of storage and retrieval
abound. The desirability of having available a compiled and published version of all the
pertinent ornithological data of a given area becomes obvious. Two substantial works,
Birds of Hamilton and Surrounding Areas (Curry 2006) and the second Atlas of the Breeding
Birds of Ontario (Cadman et al. 2007), are current examples of the published accumulation of data related to specific areas.
As for our book, we have focused on the Regional Municipality of Niagara as our
area of study, not only because we have lived and birded here for more than 35 years,
but also because the birding experiences it offers are among the richest in Ontario. We
want this to continue to be the case. We believe that it is through learning as much as
possible about our birds, and by being aware of their numbers and needs, that we shall
help preserve them for our grandchildren and many future generations to enjoy.
This is hardly a new idea. For a 1926 publication, Birds a National Asset, the provincial Ministers and Secretaries of Agriculture were invited by the Canadian National
Parks Branch of the Department of the Interior to express their views on the value of
birds. In his response, Melville Cumming, Secretary of Agriculture for Nova Scotia,
makes the point that each species represents a unique, irreplaceable outcome of evolution, invoking as an example the Passenger Pigeon and its fate:
It is clearly in the interests of the entire human family to prevent in future the work of
extermination that has taken from us forever the Passenger Pigeon and other once
numerous species and is threatening still others with complete destruction.
We had another reason for producing this book — simply that it was time.
The most recently published documentation of the birds in Niagara was
Roy W. Sheppard’s Bird Life of Canada’s Niagara Frontier, a three-part
work that appeared in 1960, 1968 and 1970. Clark S. Beardslee
and Harold D. Mitchell compiled the comprehensive
Birds of the Niagara Frontier Region in 1965,
which was updated in 1970 by
Harold D. Mitchell and
Robert F. Andrle.

Snowy Owl
Brandon Holden
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It has been more than 36 years since the most recent of these publications was
launched, and during those years a considerable amount of change has occurred in
the habitat and in the numbers and kinds of avian species seen here. Our objective
was to present in a single volume a coherent, updated picture of these changes.
To be more precise, our book covers the period 1966 to 2006. It is divided into
four parts, each of which has a unique focus and function. Part 1 consists of articles
that set the stage for an understanding of the history (particularly the birding history) and geography of the Niagara Region. The articles in Part 2 are organized according to season, from spring through winter, beginning with an all-seasons section.
They concentrate closely on the birds themselves at different times of the year, and
they vary widely in style and approach, from the traditionally academic and/or
experimental to the anecdotal. We feel that one of the greatest strengths of our book
is the range of backgrounds and life experiences our contributors bring to the activity of birding and to the challenging task of writing about it. A glance at the biographies in Part 4 will reveal the variety of careers and interests represented by the contributors. Part 4 also contains a description of locations in the region that have yielded unusual and diverse species of birds over the years.
Long-time birders in the area, Katherine Stoltz and Drew Campbell, have painstakingly researched these birding hotspots and have provided directions to them that
are as accurate and helpful as possible. Universal Transverse Mercator (GPS) coordinates are included. These could prove very useful to birders in the future if names
of streets change or hotspot sites are built over.
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Blackburnian Warbler
Jukka Jantunen

Part 3 contains accounts, contributed by a number of authors, of each of the 368
species recorded in Regional Niagara. These are arranged according to the American
Ornithologists’ Union Check-list, 7th edition and all its supplements through 2008
(AOU 1998). The main focus of each account is to identify where, when and how frequently each species was seen in Niagara during the period 1966 to 2006. Data from
bird records prior to 1966 are included where relevant.
Who is this book for and how might it be used? This book is not a field guide.
Excellent books of that type exist already, and we do not intend to add to their numbers. Our purpose here is to describe the avian diversity in Regional Niagara over the
41-year period 1966 to 2006 and to provide a base from which to note future changes
in this attractive, bird-rich corner of Ontario. The book will be of assistance to professional and amateur ornithologists, historians, researchers and students of related disciplines. Regional municipalities should also find this material helpful in their land use
deliberations. Our readers, however, do not have to be birders to enjoy the book. Many
of the articles deal with subjects that members of the general public would find intriguing: “Peregrine Falcon Hacking in Niagara” and “The Owl Foundation and West Nile
Disease in Niagara” stand out as obvious examples. The Niagara Region is bounded on
the north by Lake Ontario, on the south by Lake Erie, on the southwest and part of the
west by Haldimand County, on part of the west and northwest by the City of Hamilton
and on the east by the international border that runs along the middle of the Niagara
River, separating Canada from the United States. Birds, of course, do not acknowledge
political boundaries; many of those described in our book, especially those observed
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on the Niagara River, could as easily have been seen from the American side of the river.
The border between the Canadian and American sides of the river is similarly permeable to birders and the information they glean from their observations and each other.
Our book has benefitted significantly from the willingness of birders living across
the Niagara River and in Hamilton to share their records with us. A great deal of information was also obtained from birders living in the Niagara Region. We are very grateful to all these individuals for making their recorded observations available for our
study. Surely the publication of a new book incorporating this wealth of information is
not only warranted but long overdue.
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PART ONE

TheNiagara
Region
Red-necked Grebe
Raymond Barlow
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PART ONE PREPARES READERS for their encounter with the birds of
Niagara by providing a broad geographical, historical and ornithological
orientation to what is now called the Regional Municipality of Niagara.
Since the first commentaries of Jesuit priests visiting the area in 1640, many
people have written about the birds of Niagara. Although our book focuses on
the period from 1966 to 2006, we wanted to supply some historical context by
including at least a summary of these earlier observations. Marcie Jacklin,
a librarian at Brock University in St. Catharines and an avid birder, is uniquely qualified to document such records, as she does in the article “History of
Ornithology in the Niagara Region from the 1600s to the 1960s.”
Authors David Brown, John Middleton and Katelyn Vaughan, all associated
with the Department of Tourism and Environment at Brock University, follow
with the article “The Land Between the Lakes: An Overview of the Niagara
Region,” in which they describe the climate, geology and ecology of the area
under study. Included is a discussion of the impact of the human population
on the region, with an emphasis on the current thriving grape and wine industry. We are reminded indirectly here and in other articles in this book that a
study of birds will inevitably be as much about human beings as about birds.
The final essay in Part One also illustrates the social nature of bird study.
Four natural history clubs have been incorporated in the Niagara Region: the
Buffalo Ornithological Society in 1929, the Peninsula Field Naturalists Club
in 1954, the Niagara Falls Nature Club in 1966 and the Bert Miller Nature
Club in Fort Erie in 1995. Interesting historical details about these clubs,
unavailable from other sources, have been provided by various club members
and included in the article “Natural History Clubs in Niagara” by
Janet Damude, Michael Hamilton, Marcie Jacklin, Earl Plato, Kayo Roy,
Timothy Seburn, Richard Stockton and Gustave Yaki.
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OId Fort Erie with the
Migrations of the Wild
Pidgeon in spring,
Edward Walsh
12 April 1804.
(Royal Ontario
Museum Images)

History of Ornithology
in Regional Niagara
from the 1600s
to the1960s
Marcie L. Jacklin

NIAGARA

HAS A RICH NATURAL HISTORY as a result of a favourable climate and an

abundance of freshwater sources. Native people are believed to have lived and hunted in the Niagara Region since 9000 B.C.E. The habitat was mostly deciduous forest
until the beginning of the Woodland Period in about 1000 B.C.E., when the native
population changed their food economy from hunting and gathering to agriculture
and deforestation began.(21)
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The Early Explorers

Hand coloured engraving of the
Falls, from a copy of Hennepin’s
New Discovery, 1697.

Although explorers visited the Niagara area, many did not document their travels, and
of those who did, few mentioned the birds they saw. The earliest written records date
from the early 1600s when Jesuit priests began travelling to the Niagara Region and living with the natives. One of the first reports from Niagara, by Father LeJeune in 1640,
recorded “multitudes of Wild Turkeys” seen near Lake Erie. (48) Early explorers also
encountered geese, waterfowl, and millions of Passenger Pigeons, which darkened the
sky during migration .(8) Pigeons and turkeys, often the only birds mentioned, must
have been of great importance to the pioneers as a food source. Early explorers frequently referred to the abundance of these species. In 1678, the priest often credited
with being the first European to describe Niagara Falls, Father Louis Hennepin,
observed “Wood-Pidgeons” (Passenger Pigeons) near the falls in such great numbers
that they appeared like a cloud.(19) He also saw great numbers of Wild Turkey-Cocks
between Lakes Erie and Huron.(50)
Another seventeenth-century explorer, Baron Louis Lahontan, also reported that
along the north coast of Lake Erie there were great numbers of turkeys and that he often
saw flocks of 50 or 60 birds.(25)

HISTORY OF ORNITHOLOGY IN REGIONAL NIAGARA 33

The Eighteenth Century
In the mid-eighteenth century, Carolus
Linnaeus, the Swedish biologist who
developed the taxonomic system, encouraged botanist Pehr Kalm to collect information on economically useful plants in
North America. Kalm was commissioned
to do so by the Royal Swedish Academy of
Sciences with specific instructions to study
the botany of Canada, a land similar in climate to Sweden. Unfortunately, Kalm's
diary of his trip to the falls in August 1750
was lost, but an account of this trip is
included in a later work by Bartram and
Kalm. This work was published by
Bartram (whom Linnaeus once called the
“greatest natural botanist in the world”)
and Benjamin Franklin, one of the founding fathers of the United States. Kalm was
the first explorer to report the death of
swans, geese, ducks, teal and water-hens
(now moorhens) that would fly in the fog
above the falls and then “fall down and
perish in the water… very often great
flocks of them… going to destruction in
this manner.”(4) Apparently, the birds were
caught in the current above the falls and
could not rise from the rapids. According
to Kalm, in September and October of
each year so many birds perished this way
that the garrison at Fort Niagara could live
mainly on this resource.(22)
Elizabeth Simcoe, wife of John Graves
Simcoe, the first Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada, is often overlooked as one of
the earliest European naturalists in the Niagara Region. The Simcoes arrived in Niagara
in the summer of 1792. She was an avid naturalist who spent much of her free time
over the next five years outdoors, frequently camping along the Lake Ontario, Niagara
River and Lake Erie shorelines. One of her first sightings was a Bald Eagle near Navy
Hall in Niagara-on-the-Lake. During her stay, she visited a Captain Darling, who
showed her stuffed meadowlarks, recollects (Cedar Waxwings), Red-winged Blackbirds, Scarlet Tanagers and Grand Duc (Great Horned) Owls. In March 1793, while
travelling on the river near Fort Niagara, she saw thousands of ducks she called
Cawines, possibly the local name “Cowhens” for Long-tailed Ducks. On 31 August
1795, she noted that Wild Pidgeons (Passenger Pigeons) were in “such numbers that
besides those they roast and eat at present, they salt the wings and breasts of them in
barrels and at any time they are good to eat after being soaked.” She also recalled a
pond by her house where hundreds of them drank at a time and a mill near the
whirlpool where the trees would be covered with pidgeons.(20)

Passenger Pigeon
John James Audubon
circa 1830
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White-headed Eagle
Alexander Wilson

Colonel Henry Hope of Niagara commented on the numerous Passenger Pigeons in
a report sent to Lord Sydney in 1785. When referring to the residents of the fort, he
remarked that “the quantities of wild pidgeons and fish, which are taken in abundance
during the same period (June 1st to September 1st) will contribute to their support (9).”
Another early explorer, Isaac Weld, confirmed the enormous size of Passenger
Pigeon flights in the Niagara area. He recorded a report from a passenger on a ship
from Niagara to York (now Toronto) who saw a flock of Passenger Pigeons flying in the
opposite direction of the ship's course for the entire length of the trip, the flight even
continuing after he had landed in York. The mass of birds must have been at least 129
kilometres in length. Weld noted that such large flocks were seen only every seven or
eight years; locals referred to these as Pidgeon Years.(49)

The Early Nineteenth Century
Earnest study of bird life in Niagara by amateur naturalists did not begin until the early
nineteenth century, when people began travelling to view Niagara Falls. Since roads
were poor and transportation not generally available, Alexander Wilson, often referred
to as the Father of American Ornithology, walked from Pennsylvania in October 1804
to visit the falls. The round trip of 2,023 kilometres took him 59 days. Conditions
were so rough on the return trip that his companions abandoned him and he completed the walk alone. While at the falls, he saw a Bald Eagle perched on a snag overlooking the falls, and one of his best known drawings, entitled White-headed Eagle, depicts
that scene. Wilson also mentioned the birds and animals that plunged over the
precipice to their death.(7) In 1824 another celebrated ornithologist, John James
Audubon, travelled to Niagara. Before his visit, Audubon had spent many months in
the bush and was almost refused a room and food at an inn because of his appearance.
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He wrote of shooting a pair of Great-Footed Hawks (Peregrine Falcons) close to the
falls.(2) In 1827, one of the first entrepreneurs in the area, Thomas Barnett, opened the
Niagara Falls Museum, which claims to be Canada's oldest museum. For well over a
century, this museum exhibited Barnett's personal collection of over 5,000 objects,
including many stuffed animals and birds from Canada and thought to be of local
origin. These specimens were bought by a private collector and relocated to Toronto
in 1999.(31)

The Late Nineteenth Century and Early Twentieth Century:
The Buffalo Connection
In 1861, the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences was founded as a community education organization by members of the local Young Men's Association.(18) The Society's
first president was George W. Clinton, son of New York governor DeWitt Clinton.
George Clinton had been Mayor of Buffalo and, at the time of his death, was known as
the oldest of American botanists.(10) The stated object of this society was “the promotion and study of the natural sciences.”(18) The study area encompassed the Niagara
frontier on both sides of the border.
While he was pastor of a Buffalo church from 1881 until 1884, the Rev. James
Hibbert Langille wrote “Our birds in their haunts.” A chapter entitled “Tenting along
the Niagara River” describes a camping trip he took in August 1882 at Fort Erie, where
he saw Short-billed Dowitchers, Pectoral Sandpipers, many Sanderlings and a few
Water Pipits. He also reports on the abundance of ducks during fall migration, including hundreds of Common Goldeneye, numerous Long-tailed Ducks, many Ruddy
Ducks and hundreds of Red-headed Ducks (Redheads). He noted that the Gadwall
was one of the rarest ducks on the Niagara River. (27)
Buffalo birder and author, Clark Beardslee, noted that “before 1910 few people had
cars and poor roads made trips into the country hazardous.” (5) As access to rural areas
increased in the late 1800s and early 1900s, collecting eggs, nests and bird skins
became popular, especially for middle and upper class residents in the Niagara area
who could afford the time and expense of indulging in this hobby. Some of the contributors to the records or reports in the literature were Ottomar Reinecke, George A.
MacCallum, James Savage and James Fleming.
Ottomar Reinecke, co-owner of a Buffalo newspaper, The Free Press, was also vicepresident of the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences. His egg collection was considered
one of the most comprehensive private collections in the United States.(24) Reinecke
was known for going out on his collecting trips with friends to the north shore of Lake
Erie.(5) One significant contribution was a nesting record for Red-headed Woodpeckers in Sherkston on 31 May 1895.(3) In 1912, he wrote “Personal observations
and notes on breeding, migrant or visiting birds on the Niagara Frontier.” (32), which
was a combination of his own sightings and those of Bergtold's “A list of the birds of
Buffalo and vicinity from 1889.” (6) Sadly, Reinecke is also known as the person who
shot the last Passenger Pigeon in Sherkston, Ontario, in mid-September 1891.(47) Only
25 years earlier in 1866, William King, a soldier at Fort Mississauga in Niagara-on-theLake, reported seeing in May a “grand migration of the Passenger Pidgeon.” He estimated there were millions of pidgeons in a flock that was 1.5 kilometres or more wide,
480 kilometres long and that passed overhead for 14 hours.(23)
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General Brock’s Monument
above Queenston. Drawn
by W.H. Bartlett in 1838.
Engraved by R. Wallis in 1840.
Published by N.P. Willis in
Canadian Scenery, 1842.
(Courtesy of the Niagara
Parks Archives)

George Alexander MacCallum practised medicine in Dunnville, Ontario, from 1868
to 1901.(1) He reported many interesting sightings from this area, including two Eskimo
Curlews he collected in 1894, likely from the Dunnville area.(28)
James Savage, a civil engineer and businessman in Buffalo, was known from the age
of twenty as a stalwart of Niagara Region ornithology. He contributed records to
Bergtold's list, and he became the first vice-president of the Buffalo Society of Natural
Sciences in 1921.(30) One of his more interesting observations was of a Western
Sandpiper in September 1897 at Fort Erie Beach.(11; 47) Like Kalm, who reported a large
die-off of swans at Niagara Falls in 1751,(22) Savage and Fleming reported that on 15
March 1908 approximately 128 swans were swept over the falls.(33; 15) Fleming speculated that the swans might have been tired and hungry and therefore unable to fly
once they had floated into the rapids above the falls. Fleming also reported 22 swans
going over the falls on 23 March 1911. The river claimed its largest toll on 4 March
1912, when between 126 and 200 swans were swept over, and at least 125 died. Many
Canvasbacks and Common Goldeneyes were also killed this way that spring.(16) Since
then, in 1922, 1923 and 1951 there have been reports of numerous swans being swept
over the falls. (12; 13; 14; 17) Fleming was a well-respected ornithologist and was elected
president of the American Ornithologists’ Union in 1932.(46)

Early Twentieth Century: Early Birders in Niagara
During this period, the local bird life was changing: the first European Starling in
Canada was seen at Niagara Falls in 1914,(45) and the first Northern Mockingbird for
Niagara was seen on 12 May 1928.(17)
The birds were not the only thing that was changing. By 1920, the increasing availability of binoculars and field guides meant that many people could engage in birdwatching as a hobby. This also led to a shift from collecting birds, nests and eggs to documenting and listing sightings. For example, in 1918 Laing described the migration of
more than 100 species of birds along the lakeshore at Beamsville.(26)
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Many local birders contributed sightings to James L. Baillie's landmark 1936-1937
publication, The Distribution of Breeding Birds in Ontario. G. J. Clout reported the majority of nesting records for the Niagara Region in the period from 1932 to 1936. The
majority of nests he found were in Lincoln County. Notable among them was a heronry
of 37 nests, as well as nests of Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Marsh Wren, Vesper Sparrow and
Brown Thrasher. W.P. Young contributed seven records from the Niagara Region
between 1924 and 1926, including Loggerhead Shrike and a then rare Northern
Cardinal. W.E. Hurlburt provided records for Cerulean Warbler in 1936 and Orchard
Oriole in 1929.(3)
The best-known field ornithologist in North America, Roger Tory Peterson, visited
the Niagara Region in December 1933 where, with Harold Mitchell, he identified three
female or immature Harlequin Ducks and an Iceland “Kumlien's” Gull.(29) On another
trip, he reported a Laughing Gull at Niagara Falls on 21 October 1935.(38)
Roy W. Sheppard contributed significantly to ornithology in Niagara. He observed
the first European Starling in Canada at Niagara Falls in 1914.(45) In October 1935,
Sheppard reported that thousands of Blue and Lesser Snow Geese (these two are now
the single species Snow Goose) were seen along the Niagara River. Unfortunately, on the
night of 27 October, hundreds of these geese were swept over the falls; at least 200 were
collected from the water the next day.(34) In 1936 Sheppard, Hurlburt and Dickson
published A Preliminary List of the Birds of Lincoln and Welland Counties, Ontario.(44)

The dried-off flank of the
Horseshoe Falls at Table
Rock in the early 1900s.
(Courtesy of Ontario
Archives)
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Between 1936 and 1954, Sheppard went on to write more than a dozen articles in The
Auk, the official journal of the American Ornithologists' Union and the Canadian FieldNaturalists. Several of these describe rare or unusual species on the Niagara Frontier:
Willet,(35) American [Common] Eider,(36) Forster's Tern,(37) Sycamore (Yellow-throated)
Warbler,(39) phalaropes (41) and waterbirds.(40)

Formation of Nature Clubs in the Niagara Region
During the 1920s and 1930s two important organizations were formed in the Niagara
Region. The Buffalo Ornithological Society was established in 1929 to promote the study
of birds in the Niagara Frontier Region, including nearby Ontario as well as western New
York State. Two years later the Federation of Ontario Naturalists was established to protect and restore natural habitats through research, education and conservation. Then in
1954, a number of regional birders formed the Peninsula Field Naturalists, the first
nature-based club in the Niagara Region. In 1965, Beardslee and Mitchell wrote Birds of
the Niagara Frontier Region: An Annotated Check-List, which was based largely on records
accumulated by the Buffalo Ornithological Society in their study area. This was a time of
change in field ornithology heralded by better transportation, better optics and improved
field guides. The authors include many Niagara sightings and acknowledge the following
Canadian contributors: James Baillie, Robert Curry, G.H. Dickson, Adrian Dorst, Donald
R. Gunn, William W.H. Gunn, Norman Haultain, Grant Hawes, W.E. Hurlburt, George
North, F. Salisbury and R.W. Sheppard.(5)
In 1966, shortly after the publication of Beardslee and Mitchell’s book, the Niagara
Falls Nature Club was founded. In 1960 Sheppard produced a key publication entitled
Bird Life of Canada's Niagara Frontier(42), followed by a supplement in 1968.(43) A second
edition was published in 1970 by the Niagara Falls Nature Club.(45) In the later edition,
Sheppard acknowledges some of the more active birders in the region at that time: W.L.
Putman, W.E. Hurlburt, G.H. Dickson, Harold Lancaster, Dan Salisbury, Gustave Yaki and
Connie Kitney.
There have been vast changes along the Niagara River since Father Louis Hennepin
walked in sandals from Queenston to the falls in December 1678. One wonders what he
would make of the falls and their surroundings today and of the many birders he would
observe hauling state-of-the-art telescopes and binoculars from their comfortable vehicles.
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The Land
Between the Lakes

An Overview of the Niagara Region
David T. Brown, John Middleton and Katelyn S. Vaughan
THE NIAGARA PENINSULA is a 40 x 70 kilometre spit of land separating the great inland
waters of Lake Ontario and Lake Erie and bracketed at its eastern tip by the fastflowing waters of the Niagara River. Originally settled by the aboriginal peoples of the
Neutral nation and later colonized by European settlers, Niagara comprised some 26
cities, towns, townships and villages by 1966. In 1970, Niagara embraced the provincewide move towards municipal reform and regional governance, and on 1 January 1970
the Regional Municipality of Niagara was formed (RMON 2008). Except for its western
boundary, the Niagara Region is congruent with the Niagara Peninsula.
The Niagara Region is a place of borders and interfaces, fragmented and subdivided
by natural and anthropogenic features that shape its landscape and determine its ecological and economic importance. This area of 1870 km2 is bisected by the prominent
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east-west ridge of the Niagara Escarpment, the north-south waterway of the Welland
Canal and the international road and rail links of the Queen Elizabeth Way and the
Grand Trunk Railway. The northern part of the peninsula is dissected by numerous
creeks and rivers flowing northward into Lake Ontario. The Welland River and Lyon’s
Creek wind their interconnected paths across the elevated plains south of the Niagara
Escarpment and into the Niagara River. Utility corridors radiate across the peninsula,
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conducting electricity from the massive Adam Beck complex on the Niagara River to
consumers throughout the Northeast, and road and rail corridors move traffic and
freight between Canada and its international trading partners. One international, one
federal, two regional, and twelve municipal boundaries divide the area politically,
adding jurisdictional fragmentation to the complex patchwork of land uses, engineered
landforms, channelled waterways and remnant natural features.
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The north and south shorelines of the Niagara Region, each roughly 55 km long but
never more than 50 km apart, are buffeted by the waters of two of the largest lakes in
North America, and the interior of the peninsula forms a diverse patchwork of agricultural lands, urban settlements and natural areas. Habitats range from the Niagara Glen
with its unique communities of plants and animals characteristic of more northerly latitudes, through the acidic ponds and ericaceous vegetation of the Wainfleet Bog, to the
Carolinian forests of the south-central and eastern peninsula. In Pelham, the geographical heart of Niagara, the steeply dissected glacial re-entrant valleys of Short Hills
Provincial Park, the Fonthill Sandhill Valleys, and the Fonthill Kame create a patchwork
of ecologically diverse microhabitats.
Despite the many divisive influences on this narrow stretch of land, the Niagara
Region remains a rich and diverse habitat for birds and a significant waypoint on the
migratory pathways of many transient species. The promontories extending into Lakes
Erie and Ontario are the first landfalls for many exhausted migrants, and the steep vegetated corridor of the Niagara Escarpment forms an east-west conduit for terrestrial transients. The fast-flowing, often ice-free Niagara River is a renowned winter gull and waterfowl hotspot, and the Welland Canal, the Adam Beck reservoir and various regional
wastewater treatment plants create aquatic microhabitats that attract birds in all seasons.
Increasing fragmentation of the already diverse natural landscapes through human influence, especially in the past half century, has had many impacts on bird populations in the
area, but the Niagara Region still provides important avian habitats.
This article provides an overview of geology, climate, ecology, human activity and
future development in the Niagara Region, the changing dynamics of which will profoundly influence the prospects for bird life in the area.

GEOLOGY
The Niagara Escarpment and the Great Lakes
The Niagara Escarpment has been acknowledged as one of the world’s most significant
geological features and, as such, has been designated a World Biosphere Reserve by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). This designation recognizes the Niagara Escarpment as an internationally significant ecosystem
for its special environment and its unique environmental plan (Ontario’s Niagara
Escarpment 2007).
In Ontario the Niagara Escarpment extends 725 km from Queenston Heights on the
Niagara River to Tobermory at the tip of the Bruce Peninsula in Georgian Bay, in places
reaching heights of several hundred metres. It originated between 430 and 450 million
years ago when this area lay under a shallow sea. Rivers flowing into this ancient sea carried sand, silt and clay, which eventually formed thick layers of sediment. Lime-rich
organic material from the abundant sea life also accumulated during this time. Over millions of years these materials became compressed into massive layers of sedimentary
rocks and ancient reef structures that can still be seen on the Niagara Escarpment today.
Some of the layers now consist of soft shales and sandstones, while others are made up
of the harder dolomitic limestone (Niagara Escarpment Commission 1990) coveted by
the aggregate industry. Only after the ancient sea withdrew some 300 million years ago
did the escarpment begin to form. The erosion of softer shales led to large blocks of the
resistant dolostone caprock breaking off and creating the vertical face of the present day
escarpment. The escarpment has also been dramatically altered by glaciations over the
last one to two million years and is still affected by weathering and erosion (Tovell 1992).
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During the Pleistocene era (the last 1.6 million years), huge glaciers advanced and
retreated four times in rapid succession throughout North America. The last ice age, the
Wisconsin ice age, began 23 thousand years ago and covered Canada and the northern
United States with a layer of ice 2-3 km thick. Not only was the Niagara Escarpment
exposed during this time, but the Great Lakes were also formed as meltwater began to
drain into the hollows and ruts that had been scraped into the land by the glaciers
(Moriyama & Teshima Planners Limited 1988). The deeply dissected glacial re-entrant
valleys of central Niagara were formed by these processes.

Soils
The region also contains high-quality agricultural soils such as the Halton clay that overlies Queenston shale bedrock in most places and relatively deep sandy loams that originated in the ancient lakebeds and which overlie the clay soils in the region’s Lake
Iroquois Plain north of the Niagara Escarpment. The soils that have developed in this
region range from imperfectly drained silty clay to moderately well-drained sandy loam
(Shaw 2005). The other two major physiographic areas of the region include the Niagara
Escarpment and the Haldimand Clay Plain. The Niagara Escarpment separates the
Iroquois Plain in the north from the Haldimand Clay Plain in the south. The Haldimand
Clay Plain lies between the Niagara Escarpment and Lake Erie. Good air drainage attributed to the relatively steep slopes of the Fonthill area, together with well-drained, lighttextured soils, make this area uniquely suited for specialty crops such as peaches, sour
cherries, apples and cold-hardy grape varieties. The plain then dips southward toward
Lake Erie, becoming flatter. Extensive field crops such as corn, soybeans and hay are cultivated on the mostly heavy, fine-textured and poorly drained soils (Shaw 2005).

Climate
Precipitation data for
Welland from 1966 to 2006.
(Environment Canada,
National Climate Data
and Information Archive)

Precipitation

As a result of the geological changes that created the Niagara Escarpment and the Great
Lakes, the Niagara Peninsula now experiences mild winters and temperate summers—
ideal conditions for certain specialized agricultural practices. Its location just north of
the 43rd parallel would normally endow this region with a continental climate characterized by hot summers and cold winters. However, the two Great Lakes exert a buffering effect. Its position between the cool waters of Lake Ontario and the warmer waters of
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However, as is characteristic of mid-latitude climates, the weather in the Niagara
Region is highly variable, with occasional warm, moist, unstable subtropical air streams
sweeping in from the northeast during the winter and spring, but with cold infusions of
Arctic air in the spring and fall. The region has also been classified as having a humid
continental climate. Precipitation in the region is abundant and almost evenly distributed throughout the year (Shaw 2005).

16

Climate Change

There is growing evidence that rising
levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) will
14
have drastic effects on ecosystems
12
throughout the world. The predicted
mean temperature
consequences of climate change in
10
southern Ontario include increased
8
summer temperatures, decreased precipitation rates, extreme weather
6
events and major insect and disease
4
outbreaks (Colombo et al. 1998).
mean minimum
Changes in recent decades are appar2 temperature
ent at all levels of ecological organization: declines in population, alter0
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ations in life histories, shifts in geographic range, differences in the composition of species in communities and the extinction of species both locally and globalTemperature data for Welland
from 1966 to 2006 in degrees
ly (McCarty 2001).
Celcius.
A study on the impact of climate change on spring temperatures and the breeding of
(Environment Canada,
Tree Swallows in Southern Ontario revealed that the mean maximum daily temperatures
National Climate Data and
Information Archive)
in April and May increased from 1969 to 2000 by an average of 0.022 and 0.031°C per
year. Mean minimum daily temperatures increased by 0.024 and 0.038°C per year, and
mean daily temperatures increased by 0.027 and 0.040°C for each month respectively
(Hussell 2003).

Precipitation

mean maximum temperature

ECOLOGY

Great Lakes
Lake Ontario and Lake Erie have a history of contamination by industrial chemicals,
agricultural fertilizers, untreated sewage and phosphates from laundry detergents.
During the 1960s and 1970s, concern arose that the lakes were severely polluted and
eutrophic, and that fish populations were dying. Since that time, legislative initiatives
such as the 1972 Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement between Canada and the United
States have sought to clean up the industrial and municipal waste. There have been
some improvements in water quality since the 1960s, but the condition of the lakes
remains a major environmental concern (Environment Canada 2004).

Forest Habitat
The forested landscapes of the Niagara Region are primarily deciduous. The Ontario
Deciduous Forest Region lies along the northern shores of Lakes Erie and Ontario and
extends across to the southeastern shore of Lake Huron. Only about 450,000 hectares
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of mainly private forests remain in this area of 3 million hectares. Tree species found
here include oak, maple, basswood, walnut and butternut. Within the region is the
Carolinian forest, noted for distinctive plant species such as the Kentucky coffee tree,
the tulip tree and sassafras, as well as animal species such as the southern flying squirrel. None of these species is found anywhere else in Canada (OMNR 2006).

IBA Sites
The Niagara Region is home to five sites that have been designated Important Bird
Areas (IBA) by BirdLife International (www.birdlife.org). Point Abino, Beamer
Memorial Conservation Area and Twelve Mile Creek have all met the criteria for
Nationally Significant IBAs, while the Niagara River Corridor and the Port Colborne
Breakwater and Mainland have met the criteria for Globally Significant IBAs. All the
IBAs either extend over water or lie adjacent to water, a fact that demonstrates the
importance of lakes, rivers and creeks for the breeding and migratory species of birds
in the Niagara area.

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
Harold Stiver
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Black-crowned Night-Heron
Kenneth Newcombe

Table 1. Protected areas in Niagara

■ Ball's Falls Conservation Area
■ Beamer Memorial Conservation
Area
■ Cave Springs Conservation Area
■ Chippawa Creek Conservation Area
■ E.C. Brown Conservation Area
■ Happy Rolph's Bird Sanctuary
■ Humberstone & Willoughby
Wetlands
■ Long Beach Conservation Area
■ Louth Conservation Area
■ Morgan's Point Conservation Area
■ Mountainview Conservation Area

Wetland Habitat
A high proportion of the fish and wildlife species in Ontario inhabit wetlands during part of their life cycle. Unfortunately, in order to accommodate urbanization and modern agricultural practices, more than 80% of the
original wetlands of southern Ontario have been drained, dredged or otherwise altered since European settlement began. The negative impact of
disruptions to wetlands is reflected in the fact that many of the species at
risk of extinction in Southern Ontario are highly dependent on wetlands. A
part of the long legacy of agriculture in Niagara has been the draining of
such lands. In the Wainfleet Bog, for example, drainage and peat extraction
have negatively impacted these once-extensive wetlands in the southwest
of the region.

■ Mud Lake Conservation Area
■ North Bismarck Slough Forest
■ Port Davidson Weir Conservation
Area
■ Rockway Conservation Area
■ Short Hills Provincial Park
■ St. John's Conservation Area
■ Stevensville Conservation Area
■ Sugar Bush Conservation Area
■ United Empire Loyalist Conservation
Area
■ Virgil Dams Conservation Area
■ Wainfleet Bog Provincial Wildlife
Preserve
■ Wainfleet Wetlands
■ Woodend Conservation Area
■ Woolverton Conservation Area

Protected Areas
A number of areas within Regional Niagara are protected by federal, provincial or regional jurisdiction, only one of which (Happy Rolph’s Bird
Sanctuary in St. Catharines) has been nominally designated as a bird sanctuary. Table 1 lists these sites.
In recent years, the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources has updated
its wetland maps of Niagara, resulting in the identification and designation
of considerably more protected habitat. This is beneficial for wetland bird
species, but the reclassification of large tracts of industrial land as provincially significant wetland has also engendered considerable local controversy and political opposition. For example, local municipal officials in Fort
Erie, fearing economic devastation in the southern part of the peninsula,
have requested a provincial review of the new wetland boundaries.
The Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority (NPCA) has received
funding under the Ontario Trillium Foundation to construct an inventory
and computerized database of natural areas that will provide an important
ecological, scientifically defensible basis for protecting natural areas in the
NPCA watershed. The project is slated for completion in 2010 (Niagara
Peninsula Conservation Authority 2008).
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Species at Risk
At present there are 182 designated species at risk in Ontario. Of these 182 species, 25
are birds (OMNR 2006). Of the species that breed in Niagara, Hooded Warbler, Least
Bittern and Peregrine Falcon are listed as threatened while Red-headed Woodpecker
and Short-eared Owl are listed as species of special concern. Chimney Swift and
Common Nighthawk are listed as endangered by the Committee on the Status of
Endangered Species in Canada (Species at Risk Act 2008).

HUMAN FACTORS

Urban Expansion
After the Second World War, the area that was later to become the Niagara Region
experienced a high demand for housing, which resulted in widespread, low-density
urban expansion and helped support an increasingly automobile-dependent society.
Highway development in the Niagara Peninsula increased significantly. The Queen
Elizabeth Way evolved from a lightly travelled, low-speed recreational parkway to a
high-speed utilitarian transportation corridor (van Nostrand 1983). Construction was
initiated on Highways 405 and 406 in 1963 and 1965 respectively, and further development has occurred on both corridors in the intervening decades.
The Niagara economy was hit hard by the recessions of the early 1980s and 1990s,
and, as a result, the population that had nearly doubled between 1941 and 1966
(Gayler 1994) actually began to decline (Vida 1987). This trend curbed the widespread
development that had been encroaching on the region, and subsequent urban development has been relatively minor. Much of this later development, however, has been
focused on filling in the space left behind by previous poorly planned, low-density
development. Today the demand for urban land is as great as ever (Gayler 1994,
2003). Policy debates concerning future development versus the conservation of precious agricultural resources in the area rage on.
As a result of high housing prices in the Greater Toronto Area, people have increasingly begun looking for housing south of Toronto. The Oakville-Burlington area has
received the bulk of this expansion; however, as these cities fill up and the prices for
housing rise, more residents are moving south to the Niagara Region (Gayler 2003).

Heavy Industry
During the last century, the Niagara Peninsula became a magnet for heavy industry. Its
proximity to both the American border and Toronto, convenient access to major transportation routes such as the Welland Canal, the Grand Trunk Railway and international highways, and the presence of cheap, abundant, and local hydroelectric power from
the Niagara River all played key roles in attracting heavy industry. Heavy industrial
activity, however, has been in decline for at least the past quarter century, primarily as
a result of reduced production by the North American automotive industry, represented in Niagara by such giants as General Motors (Gayler 1994). As a result of these
changes in the economy, the local municipalities have been forced to look at new and
diversified economic opportunities. In recent years, the tourism industry and agricultural development have supplanted heavy industry in importance.
Despite cutbacks in industrial activity, continuing degradation of air and water
quality remains a major concern. Proximity to industrial development in the United
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Frequency

States such as chemical and manufacturing industries on the New York side of the
Niagara River and heavy industry in the Ohio River Valley has also contributed to poor
environmental quality.
The Niagara River has been identified as an Area of Concern by the United StatesCanadian International Joint Commission on the Great Lakes because human activities
have impaired the ability of the area to support aquatic life (International Joint Commission 2002). Most of the environmental issues on the Canadian side of the river are associated with non-point sources of pollution, such as excessive nutrients (notably phosphorus) and sedimentation (erosion) from agricultural activities, as well as toxics from
storm water runoff. Point and non-point sources from industry are also cited (EnvironSummary of smog advisories
ment Canada 2003; United States Environmental Protection Agency 2006). Poor water
for the Niagara Region,
1993-2003 (RMON 2006).
quality also affects the habitats of the various bird species throughout the region.
The Niagara Region is also
prone to high levels of smog, the
25
noxious mixture of vapours, gases
# of advisories called
# of days
and particles that often appears as
20
a yellowish-brown haze in the air.
The main components of smog in
eastern North America are elevat15
ed concentrations of ground-level
ozone (O3) and particulate matter
10
(PM). These contaminants combine to give southern Ontario and
the Windsor-Quebec City corri5
dor the worst air quality problems
in Canada (RMON 2006). The
graph indicates the number of
0
1 94 19995 19
1 96 19997 19
1 98 19999 2000
20
20
2001
20
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20
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Year 1993 19
smog advisories that have been
issued by the Ontario Ministry of
the Environment since 1993. These records point to an overall increase in smog advisories and suggest that the problems with air quality are increasing.

Tourism
The economy of Niagara is becoming increasingly dependent on tourism. Current statistics reveal that more than 12 million tourists visit the Niagara Region every year
(Tourism Niagara 2007), although recent increasing fuel prices and less favourable
exchange rates caused a decline of 14% in American tourist visits to Ontario between
2006 and 2007 (Ontario Ministry of Tourism 2007). Recreational activities such as
exploring Niagara’s ecological and geological features along the many hiking and biking
trails, cultural events such as the Shaw Festival and agritourist attractions such as wine
tours, fresh fruit markets and festivals all bring tourists to the region.
These tourism-related developments and activities are having an impact on the natural areas. For example, along the Niagara River, an Important Bird Area, development of
high rise hotels near Queen Victoria Park has severely reduced the number of trees and
natural areas available for birds and other wildlife. The Niagara gorge provides another
example: there, unenlightened visitors have been known to trample through the highly
sensitive ecosystem, disrupting natural processes and endangering the flora and fauna.
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The extensive trail and greenway network of the region continues to attract a wide
range of users, including equestrians, mountain bikers, rollerbladers, birders, cross-country skiers, geocachers and off-road motorsports enthusiasts. The initial mapping of existing and potential trail and greenway infrastructure was undertaken by the Niagara
Greenways Network in the early 1990s. Since then, the decommissioning of surplus railway rights-of-way and the provision of funding for trail and greenway development by
agencies like the Waterfront Regeneration Trust, the Trillium Foundation and regional
and municipal governments, have resulted in new trail links throughout the region,
including the Niagara Great Circle Route in the eastern part of the peninsula, the TransCanada Trail through Fort Erie, Port Colborne, and Wainfleet, the Waterfront Trail along
the Lake Ontario shoreline, the Steve Bauer Trail system in Pelham, and a variety of smaller trails and greenways elsewhere in Niagara (Niagara Greenways Network 1995; Niagara
Greenbelt 2008). Though most non-mechanized human uses of trail systems tend to be
low-impact, heavily used trail segments can become degraded over time, and a significant
human disturbance factor may be introduced into otherwise inaccessible habitat like interior areas of forests. Trail construction and maintenance activities can affect the integrity
of natural areas, creating new ecotones and disrupting natural successional processes.
Trails can also become conduits for predators and corridors for invasive plant species,
potentially affecting bird habitat.
Recent reports prepared for the Niagara Economic Development and Tourism Corporation suggest that Niagara tourism offers enormous economic and investment potential
(Gayler 2003). However, without careful planning and management of natural areas,
rampant tourism could further threaten bird habitats.
In response to some of these concerns, efforts are being made to reduce the negative
impact of tourism and recreation in Niagara. For more than a decade, stewardship groups
like the Friends of Short Hills Provincial Park have been publicizing guidelines for
responsible use of natural areas and have distributed a Code of Ethics for park use
(Stefanovic 1997). The Niagara Parks Commission has requisitioned reports encouraging
holistic management of ecologically sensitive natural areas within its jurisdiction that are
subject to heavy use from tourists. These reports include management strategies for
species at risk in the Niagara Glen and Gorge (Brown et al. 2006) and for the Dufferin
Islands region (Wang 2007). Other reports (Plummer et al. 2006; Vaughan et al. 2008)
have advanced specific riparian corridor and comprehensive land management strategies
for lands under the purview of the Niagara Parks Commission, explicitly acknowledging
the tourism and recreation dimension of park land stewardship.
The Ontario Greenbelt Foundation has recently funded sustainable tourism initiatives
in the Niagara Greenbelt. These include low-impact environmental interpretation tours
aimed at children, families and ecologically sophisticated tourists and residents such as
hikers, natural history aficionados and the birding community (Niagara Greenbelt 2008).

Agriculture
According to Statistics Canada, Niagara’s farmland is the most productive in the
province, with average gross farm receipts (2001) of $5,400 per hectare (RMON 2003).
Over the past two decades, agriculture in Niagara has changed considerably. In 1986
poultry, egg and fruit production dominated economically, while greenhouse operations
ranked third with 18.6%. By 2001, greenhouse commodities were the most important
economically, generating 42.6% of gross farm receipts, followed by fruit production
(18.9%) and poultry and egg production (17.8%).

52 PART O N E : T H E N I A G A R A R E G I O N

In addition to its traditional agricultural crops, Niagara produces specialized crops
that cannot be grown elsewhere in the province. It is one of the few areas in
Canada that is capable of supporting the production of cold-sensitive fruit such as juice
and table grapes, wine grapes, peaches, cherries, plums, prunes and apricots. However,
recent declines in market demand for Niagara-produced juice and table grapes and
increasing imports of cheap fresh and processed tender fruits have seriously impacted
these industries, resulting in vine pullout and orchard cutting programs. As an example, until recently, labrusca juice grapes were grown extensively throughout the
region, but closure in late 2007 in Niagara-on-the-Lake of the last Canadian grape juice
processing plant east of the Okanagan Valley signalled the end of a viable juice grape
industry in eastern Canada and resulted in a twenty-three million dollar governmentsubsidized labrusca grapevine pullout program (Debbie Zimmerman pers. comm.).
Consequently, vineyards above the escarpment have all but vanished, potentially affecting the distribution and abundance of frugivorous birds that foraged in these areas.
The wine grape industry, in particular, has made a substantial contribution to economic development over the years, and the majority of Ontario wine production
occurs in the Niagara Region. According to a May 2006 KPMG study, every $10 million
in wine sales translates to $13 million in economic activity in Ontario, and every bottle
of Ontario wine sold in the province adds $4.29 in added value to the Ontario economy (Wine Council of Ontario 2008). In 2004-2005, the total retail sales value of
Ontario wines was $500 million (Wine Council of Ontario 2008), up from $275 million in 1997 (Northwood 2000). Wine grape production has been largely confined to
vineyards below the Niagara Escarpment, where the climate-moderating effects of Lake
Ontario create microclimatic conditions favourable to cold-intolerant vinifera wine
grape varieties.
In agricultural landscapes, three major factors influence the abundance and distribution patterns of bird species: (1) the type of crops grown on the land; (2) the configuration and physical structure of non-crop habitats such as hedgerows, woodlots andstreams; and (3) agricultural practices such as tillage, pesticide applications and harvesting (O'Connor and Shrubb 1986; Rodenhouse et al. 1995). Many scholars have
raised concerns about the response of birds to changes in agricultural practices, especially the application of pesticides and fertilizers (e.g. Askins 1993; Boutin et al. 1999;
Fuller et al. 1995; Gard and Hooper 1995; Grue et al. 1991; Jobin et al.1996; Pimentel
et al. 1991). The intensified farming practices taking place now will make these concerns more serious today than they were prior to 1965.
Because of the importance of agriculture to the region, land preservation has
focused on agricultural land as opposed to natural areas. While agricultural lands are
also threatened by urban development, the environmental impacts of farming practices
can be as harmful as those of urban or industrial development. For example, the attraction of new greenhouse operators, who are classified as agricultural, would result in the
conversion of land to an essentially urban warehouse use, as well as the increased consumption of fossil fuels for winter heating.

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT
Today, the expanding tourism and housing industries are threatening the tender fruit
lands of the Niagara Region. So far, Niagara’s urban area boundaries can accommodate
the present demands because the population increase has been modest. If the population continues to grow, however, these threats may become a reality (Gayler 2003).
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In fact, in spite of Niagara Region’s policy plan directives to establish tighter
urban boundaries which date back to the 1970s, urban boundary expansion continues. Approval has recently been given for an easterly expansion of Fonthill and for the
development of East Fenwick in the Town of Pelham. Westerly expansion in St. Catharines has been dramatic in recent years. Single-lot and multiple-lot residential development also continues in rural areas in small but significant increments.
The establishment of the Ontario Greenbelt (www.ourgreenbelt.ca) in the Niagara
region has meant that some of the environmentally sensitive land and farmland within
the region will be protected from urban development. It remains to be seen for how
long these boundaries will remain intact and whether or not economic development
will come at the expense of biodiversity.
The expansion of highways within the area is also evidence of these development
pressures. Expansion of the Queen Elizabeth Way is currently underway to widen the
highway from four lanes to six lanes through St. Catharines and Niagara Falls, and
from eight lanes to ten lanes through Halton Region. In an attempt to deal with
increased traffic volumes and economic development pressures in the Niagara Region,
plans are also under consideration to construct a mid-peninsula highway that would
bypass the Queen Elizabeth Way and run from Fort Erie through Welland and end in
Burlington. Sections of Highway 406 north of Regional Road 20 were also expanded
from two lanes to four lanes in 2007 in order to make other less populated sections of
the region more accessible (Ontario Ministry of Public Infrastructure Renewal 2006).
These development initiatives have been outlined in Places to Grow, a 2006 report produced by the Ministry of Public Infrastructure Renewal.

CONCLUSION
The landscapes of the Niagara Region have changed considerably since 1966, and the
nature of future development in the region is still unclear. Highway expansion and
agricultural activities, as well as increasing tourism and manufacturing have all affected
bird populations over the past four decades. Access to safe water, food, breeding habitat and shelter has been affected by urban expansion, agricultural spraying and runoff,
contamination of soil, water and air by heavy industries, recreational activities and the
destructive alteration of wetlands. Expansion of the wine industry, continuing changes
in the distribution of vineyards as wine grapes replace juice grapes and continued
development of large-scale greenhouse operations in Niagara will all influence land use
patterns and therefore avian populations.
Although overall human population levels remain relatively stable, new residents
and retirees from the Greater Toronto Area and elsewhere continue to filter into the
Niagara Region in search of more affordable housing, retirement homes, and larger
rural lots. There is continuing pressure to expand residential areas at the cost of highly
diverse and vulnerable natural areas and specialty agricultural lands. Provincial regulations such as the 2005 Greenbelt legislation may slow development or redirect it to less
vulnerable areas, but the pressures of economic development continue to erode the
natural integrity of the Niagara Peninsula. Only economic development consistent
with sustainable land use will allow Niagara’s birds to flourish in the future.
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Niagara Falls Nature Club
field trip / Don Mills

Natural History
Clubs in Niagara
THE PENINSULA FIELD NATURALISTS CLUB
Marcie L. Jacklin
THE PENINSULA FIELD NATURALISTS CLUB BEGAN

WITH A LETTER dated 15 April 1954,
written by J.R. Ferguson and George H. Dickson. Both of these gentlemen were employees of the Agricultural Research Institute of Ontario in Vineland. In fact, Ferguson was
president of the Niagara Branch of the Agricultural Institute of Canada, while Dickson
had authored and co-authored numerous papers on the birds of this area. These included the first checklist for the area, “Preliminary list of the birds of Lincoln and Welland
Counties, Ontario,” written in 1936 (Sheppard et al. 1936).
The letter, sent to anyone the authors thought might be interested in nature, invited
the recipient to attend a meeting to discuss the formation of a naturalist club in Niagara.
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The meeting was held on 26 April 1954; the minutes
describe it as the inaugural meeting of the Peninsula
Field Naturalists (PFN). Ferguson, acting as chairman,
informed everyone present that the aim of the meeting
was to form a nucleus for a potential naturalist club in
the eastern end of the Niagara Peninsula. Dickson
explained in brief the objectives of the Federation of
Ontario Naturalists (FON) and introduced the special
guest, Dr. William W. Gunn, president of the FON. Dr.
Gunn outlined the four main aims of a successful naturalist club and, in addition, stressed that a club had to
be enjoyable. A vote was taken and those in attendance
voted to form the Club. It was the first nature club to be
established exclusively within the Niagara Peninsula.
The following people were appointed to the board:
G. Francis Goldring (temporary chairman), J.W. McInally (secretary-treasurer), Mrs. J.A. Selby, Alan J. Smith,
George H. Dickson and Dr. W.E. Hurlburt. Other persons present at the meeting were R. Lipsit, H.C. Foster,
William McCann, Bert W. Miller, Mr. and Mrs. William
Holley, Frank W. Kingdon, W. Goldring, Roger Clarke,
M.J. McComb, William L. Putman and Leila M. Biggar.
Most of these people became long-term members of the
club, serving every year on the executive and participating in field trips and the Christmas Bird Count. The
next meeting was set for 16 May 1954 on the lawn of
Mrs. J.A. Selby, Lookout Point Road, Fonthill, and
included the first field trip to the farm of W. E. Hurlburt.
During this meeting, the group decided on the name,
Peninsula Field Naturalists, and set the annual membership fee at $1.50. In 1956 Bert Miller, a well-known local naturalist from Fort Erie,
wrote an article about the club for the FON. He mentioned that members resided in
both Lincoln and Welland Counties and that the area of interest included all of the
Niagara Peninsula. He emphasized that the object of the club was to study the plants
and birds of the Niagara Peninsula (Miller 1956).
Since the 1950s, the club has offered outings and held indoor meetings. Knowledgeable club members usually lead the outings to various natural areas in the Niagara
Peninsula. The indoor meetings generally feature a guest speaker and include reports
and sightings from club members. A newsletter, The Peninsula Naturalist, published
since 1964, keeps members informed about the activities of the club and features articles about nature in the Niagara area.
Another important undertaking of the club is its current sponsorship of the St. Catharines Christmas Bird Count (CBC). The first St. Catharines Christmas bird outing
occurred on 26 December 1954 and covered a large area extending from Niagara Falls
to the west of St. Catharines. The first National Audubon Society Christmas Bird Count
took place on 26 December 1982 inside a 24-km diameter circle centred 4 km west of
Rockway Community Centre. (See also Clarke et al. 1945, 1946).
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Aims and Objectives

Perregrine Falcon
Brandon Holden

The stated constitutional aims of the club are “to preserve wildlife and protect its habitat, to promote public interest in and a knowledge of the natural history of the area,
and to promote, encourage and cooperate with organizations and individuals having
similar interests and objectives.” These goals would appear to be even more relevant
today than they were when the PFN was first organized in 1954.

Presidents of the Peninsula
Field Naturalists Club
1954-1955
1956-1957
1958
1959-1960
1961-1962
1963-1964
1965
1966-1967
1968-1970
1971-1972
1973-1974
1975-1976
1977-1979
1980-1981
1982-1983
1984-1985
1986
1986-1988
1989-1990
1991-1992
1993
1994-1995
1996
1997-2000
2001
2002-2004
2005-present
* deceased.

G. Francis Goldring*
Harold L. Lancaster*
Jack Travers
Norman Haultain*
Bert Lowe
Harold L. Lancaster*
Howard Cramer
Earl L. Mills*
Frank W. Kingdon*
Ray Woodfield*
J. Larry McKeever*
Harold L. Lancaster*
Peter A. Peach*
Barbara Simpson
Douglas Naismith*
A .W. Frank Banfield*
Richard W. Knapton
Mary Ellen Foley
John MacKenzie
Carla E. Carlson
Brian D. Ratcliff
Marcie L. Jacklin
Ana-Lorraine Stirling
Maggie A. Smiley
Betty Oka
S. Roman Olszewski
John W. Potter

Club Logo
This highly distinctive Peninsula Field Naturalists logo is the
creation of Peter H. Stephani of St. Catharines. The scene
centres on the Comfort Maple, a sugar maple believed to be
500 years old and located in the Comfort Maple Conservation
Area on Metler Road in Pelham.

Activities
Over the years, the club has been involved in many local community activities
involving nature and the environment. Following are a few examples.
In 1961, Gerry Wolfram, a local journalist for the St. Catharines Standard,
proposed to the PFN that a committee be formed to develop a hiking trail (now
part of the Bruce Trail) along the Niagara Escarpment. A committee was formed,
and the club president at the time, Bert Lowe, contacted landowners along the
route to ask for permission for the trail to cross their properties. He also helped
to blaze the trail, and, as a result, the first section of the trail was officially
opened in March 1962 in Beamsville. In honour of his contribution, part of the
trail in St. Catharines was named the Bert Lowe Side Trail.
In the late 1980s, the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (OMNR) conducted a Peregrine Falcon release program in the Niagara area. The president of
the PFN at that time, Mary Ellen Foley (now Hebb) approached the OMNR and
proposed a hack of Peregrine Falcons in the Niagara Region in cooperation with
the OMNR and the Canadian Wildlife Service. Hebb responded to the Ministry’s
approval by mounting a round-the-clock team of volunteers from all the local
nature clubs and the general public, who monitored the young birds as they
matured enough to survive on their own. Her efforts, reported frequently in the
local press, generated a great deal of interest in the community and captured the
imagination of birders and non-birders alike.
The PFN hosted a highly successful Federation of Ontario Naturalists conference in May 1992 (Conference report 1992).
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THE NIAGARA FALLS NATURE CLUB
Gustave J. Yaki with Kayo J. Roy and Janet M. Damude

Presidents of the Niagara
Falls Nature Club

1966--1967
Gustave J. Yaki
WHILE LIVING IN THE SMALL COMMUNITY OF LINDSAY, I (Gustave Yaki) was presi1968
Frank H. Folemsbee*
dent of the 70-member Victoria County Naturalists' Club. When I moved to
1969
Wendell K. Palmer
Niagara Falls in January 1964 and discovered that no organized naturalists group
1970
Harold L. Lancaster*
existed in the city, I attended the meetings of the Peninsula Field Naturalists in
1971
John Withy
nearby St. Catharines. As I met others in Niagara Falls interested in nature, I took
1972
Elizabeth Daniels
them with me. Soon, my guests began suggesting that we consider creating our
1973
Gustave J. Yaki
own nature club in Niagara Falls.
1974
Peter A. Peach*
During that time, Roy W. Sheppard, in a nature column he wrote for the
1975
Patrick H. Davies
1976
El
Wightman*
Niagara Falls Evening Review, mentioned his privately published, 50-page Bird Life
1977
James
Burr
of Canada’s Niagara Frontier. I met him to obtain a copy, and on subsequent visits
1978-1984
Charles
A. Pryer
he supplied me with the names of many local people I could contact who shared
1984-1986
Howard
S. Martin*
my interest in nature.
1987-1988
Kayo J. Roy
An event in early 1966 helped motivate us further in the formation of a local
1989-1990
Brian G. Gabel
naturalists club. The City of Niagara Falls was searching for a way to observe
1991
Rick F. Brady
Canada’s one-hundredth birthday, which was to be celebrated the following year.
1992-1993
Winnifred J. Laar
Council took out an option for about $70,000 on the Von Mueller property atop
1994-1995
Gary C. King
the Niagara Escarpment, just west of the Queen Elizabeth Way (the property now
1996-1997
Helen Macdonald
known as the Woodend Conservation Area). Its intended use was as a Centennial
1998-1999
Winnifred J. Laar
Nature Park, and the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority eventually pur2000-2001
Rick Young
chased it for about $365,000. I recall visiting it with Angelo Carrie in May of that
2002-2003
Janet M. Damude
2004-2005
Joyce Sankey
spring. What a glorious site and sight! Covered with the blossoms of Spring
2006-present
Winnifred
J. Laar
Beauties and many other wildflowers, the ground was a wonderland of white, as
if covered by snow. It would have made a magnificent nature park if left alone.
Honorary Presidents
At that time, however, an aldermanic candidate mounted a strong campaign
1966-1985
Roy W. Sheppard*
against this idea, and his criticism resulted in City Council backing off. The
1986-2002
Kay McKeever and
Council settled instead for a concrete and glass plaza near City Hall, filled with a
J. Larry McKeever*
multitude of light bulbs. I have heard since that the plaza has been frequently
2002-present Kay McKeever
vandalized and is seldom used today by the public, who have apparently forgot* deceased.
ten its initial purpose.
A local resident, the late Mary Moses, wrote the only letter published in the Niagara
Falls Evening Review opposing the view of that would-be councillor. Only when City
Council eventually reversed its decision, did I realize that a local naturalists club was
sorely needed. Had we had such an organization, we could have mounted significant
support for the nature park idea.
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Having grown acquainted with a number of potential club members, I invited five to
meet in the autumn of 1966 to discuss the formation of a club. Present were Angelo Carrie,
Howard Martin, Norm Mitchinson, Wendell Palmer, Mike Scordino and I. We jointly compiled a list of potential members, augmented by those names supplied by Roy Sheppard, and
notified them of the upcoming founding meeting to be held at Maple Street School, in
Niagara Falls, on 15 November 1966. With the aid of some advertising in the Niagara Falls
Evening Review, we managed to draw a total of 86 people. Forty-two single and family memberships were issued that evening. Ultimately, there were approximately 400 memberships,
with 200 people regularly in attendance at indoor meetings. Once the local club was organized, Roy W. Sheppard willingly allowed his name to stand as the first Honorary President.

Aims and Objectives
The aims and objectives of the Niagara Falls Nature Club as stated under Article 111 of the
Constitution shall be (1) to preserve and protect the natural habitat of Niagara, (2) to promote a better understanding and knowledge of the natural history of the Niagara area, for a
better understanding of the value of our heritage in nature, (3) to promote, encourage and
co-operate with organizations and individuals having similar interests and objectives, and
(4) to consider matters of environmental concern.

Club Logo
This highly distinctive Niagara Falls Nature Club logo, which depicts a silhouetted
gull in flight over the brink of the Horseshoe Falls, is the creation of Peter H.
Stephani of St. Catharines. In April 1972, the Board of Directors adopted the use of
this logo, and it continues to be an identifying symbol of the clubs' efforts to preserve
and protect the natural environment of Niagara.

Activities
THE R.W. SHEPPARD AWARD

In 1986, under the leadership of President Howard S. Martin, the Board of Directors established an annual award to recognize worthy achievement by an individual or a group whose
contributions in the areas of conservation, research, education and preservation of nature
merit special attention. In tribute to the memory of Roy Sheppard, the club named this
award The R.W. Sheppard Award.
WEDNESDAY EVENING WALKS

El Wightman, a long-time club member, now deceased, comments: “In the early 1970s, a
few individual members of the Niagara Falls Nature Club would invite people to join them
on informal walks through local areas of interest to naturalists. These informal walks became
popular and developed into more organized outings known as Wednesday Evening Walks.”
They continue to this day.
THE HAROLD MITCHELL NATURE PRESERVE

Lot 29 in the Township of Wainfleet was a Crown Grant in 1796 to Johnson Butler.
A 13.3-hectare portion of this parcel of land was to become in 1966 the property of Buffalo
birder and author Harold Mitchell to ensure that the land would not fall into the hands of
developers. In 1970 the Niagara Falls Nature Club was persuaded by the then 80-year-old
Dr. Mitchell to buy the property from him for his cost price of $4,800.00. The club met this
challenge, and the purchase was completed with the Federation of Ontario Naturalists
(FON) agreeing to secure the property and issue tax receipts to donors. Known as The
Harold Mitchell Nature Preserve, the property, located at Long Beach near the Lake Erie
shoreline, is now owned by the FON (now known as Ontario Nature), whose Field Guide to
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Nature Reserves clearly identifies the initial financial involvement of the Niagara Falls
Nature Club. The Niagara Falls club remains the steward of the property, and members
make frequent trips to this jewel of wetland woods.

THE BERT MILLER NATURE CLUB
Earl N. Plato, Timothy A. Seburn and Richard A. Stockton
A

SINGULAR NAME AND HISTORY distinguish the Bert Miller Nature Club in Fort Erie.
Albert Weatherstone Miller, better known as Bert, was born in 1882 at Miller’s Creek in
Fort Erie on his family’s old homestead. Bert was a naturalist whose enthusiasm influenced all those who participated in his many rambles across the counties of Welland,
Lincoln and Haldimand. He became an excellent amateur botanist, well known for
finding and propagating rare native plants. During his lifetime, he helped found several
organizations in the Niagara Peninsula, including the Peninsula Field Naturalists.
Unfortunately, he died before the nature club that would bear his name was created.
Bert would often arrange to take local groups of school children on hikes at Point
Abino. On special occasions they would go into the isolated westernmost part of this
peninsula, a pristine wildflower forest known as Marcy’s Woods after the Buffalo family
that had acquired the property around 1921.
In 1968, the province announced plans to expropriate Marcy’s properties in order
to create Abino Woods Provincial Park, a place where the public could camp and swim
at the beach along Lake Erie. George Marcy and the regional nature clubs opposed this
plan, fearing that public access would lead to the trampling of the sand dunes and
the collapse of the biodiversity they supported. The plan was eventually abandoned by
the province.
In 1994, when George was 87 years old and his health beginning to fail, he received
a letter from a local amateur photographer and good friend, Dave Marr, calling on him
to take prompt action to protect the woods. Dave knew of George’s concern that his
children might not agree on a future for the property that would prevent its development. Rick Stockton, another close friend of the Marcys, urged George to call the
Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) and make arrangements to have them acquire
the property.
George arranged a meeting with the Conservancy. In addition to Dave Marr and Rick
Stockton, he invited Earl Plato and Tim Seburn, two local naturalists who had opposed
the development of another area of the Point Abino peninsula. Earl Plato, a recently
retired principal of a local school, had become a nature columnist for a local newspaper.
As a youth and later as a young teacher, Earl had accompanied Bert Miller on many personal and class outings to Point Abino. Tim Seburn, one of Earl’s former students, had
also met Bert Miller and through him had acquired an interest in nature.
The meeting with NCC took place in May 1994. At this meeting it was recognized
that a local advocacy base for the preservation of Marcy’s Woods had inadvertently been
created by the years of kind hospitality offered by the Marcy family. To help NCC
acquire Marcy’s Woods and to ensure its future conservation, NCC suggested this support could someday be organized into “The Friends of Marcy’s Woods.”
When George died on 27 July 1994, his friends united in their commitment to follow through with his aspirations and wishes for the future of Marcy’s Woods. Earl put a
notice in the local Fort Erie paper inviting anyone interested in forming a nature club to
come on 19 January 1995 to the Crystal Ridge Library in Ridgeway. He was surprised
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Point Abino with Marcy’s
Woods indicated.
David Walker

when over 75 persons attended. A smaller group assembled shortly thereafter to begin
work on writing a constitution and acquiring not-for-profit corporate charitable status.
Earl became the founding president of the club and Dave Marr the founding treasurer.
Earl, a history buff, appreciated Bert Miller not only as a friend but also as an important figure who had raised public appreciation of nature across Niagara. An arboretum
had been planted in his memory at the Balls Falls Conservation Area in Vineland. The
Niagara Parks Commission was placing a marker in his memory along the Niagara
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River Parkway. Bert, who had lived
by the motto, “Learn something new
every day and smile at a child,” had
died in 1973, but he would now be
remembered through the name of a
passionate new nature organization.
Preservation of natural areas of
the Point Abino peninsula was the
primary founding objective of the
club, and conserving Marcy’s Woods
was its initial focus. At one of the
several rallies to “save Marcy’s
Woods,” Elizabeth Marcy made
Dave and Joy Marr honorary lifetime guards of Marcy’s Woods, and
the club granted Elizabeth an
honorary lifetime membership.
Martha (Patty) Marcy, the youngest
of the four children of George and
Elizabeth Marcy, and the only sibling still residing in the area, became
a member of the club. When Dave
Marr died shortly after the club was
created, the Marcys made a donation to the club for a speaker series
in honour of his memory. During
the remaining time Marcy’s Woods
was owned by the Marcy family, several biological studies were conducted there (see Biological Inventories of Marcy’s Woods below),
confirming the presence of many
rare and endangered species and
supporting the designation of the
Point Abino Peninsula as an
Important Bird Area (IBA).
Soon after Elizabeth Marcy died,
the Marcy siblings sold the property.
Patty opposed the sale and petitioned the New York State Court to
prevent it. The court ruled it did not
have jurisdiction to affect the status of the sale in Canada.
Fearing the destruction of Marcy’s Woods, on Friday, 29 August 2003, the club
launched large war canoes from the beach on Lake Erie at Marcy’s Woods. The war
canoes arrived in Toronto Harbour on Monday, 1 September and were portaged to the
grounds at Queen’s Park. With a provincial election imminent, the government imposed
a ministerial zoning order on the property to prevent its development. This zoning
order remains in effect.
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Presidents of the
Bert Miller Nature Club

Aims and Objectives

The charitable objects of the club are (1) to preserve, protect, restore and improve the natural
resources and environment of the Niagara Peninsula, (2) to protect and preserve the wildlife of the
Niagara Peninsula and to protect the natural habitat therein, (3) to encourage, promote and foster
an understanding and awareness of the natural
resources and environment and their value in enhancing the quality of life, (4) to encourage cooperation with other organizations having similar interests, and (5) to recognize
and honour individuals contributing to the preservation and restoration of our natural
heritage and such other complementary purposes not inconsistent with these objects.
1995-1997
1997-1999
1999-2001
2001- 2006
2006–present

Earl N. Plato
Paul R. Philp
Peter W. Foebel
Robert O. Eberly
Dawn J. Pierrynowski

Club Logo
When the club held a competition in 1999 to create its logo, it was a surprise to no one
that the winning selection, submitted by Bob Chambers, included a Pileated Woodpecker with the Point Abino lighthouse in the background, encircled with tulip tree
leaves. The logo was updated for printing as a letterhead by Dawn Pierrynowski in 2003.
Bert Miller Nature Club

Activities
The conservation of Marcy’s Woods has not been the sole focus of the club. Some of the
other projects the Bert Miller Club has engaged in over the years include:

•
•
•
•
•

developing a Junior Naturalist program;
monitoring populations of Fowlers toad, a protected species in Canada,
in partnership with the provincial Ministry of Natural Resources;
conducting biological inventories of many remaining natural areas in Fort Erie;
rehabilitating and managing a natural area in Ridgeway, known as the Shagbark
Nature Area, in partnership with the Town of Fort Erie; and
carrying out a study of old growth forests remaining in Niagara.

Biological Inventories of Marcy’s Woods
All of these references are available from the Bert Miller Nature Club or the Fort Erie
Public Library.
McDonald, I.D. 1990. A Biological Inventory and Evaluation of the Point Abino
Peninsula Area of Natural and Scientific Interest. Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources
(30L/14550460).
Black, J.E. 2000. A Study of Bird Migration at Point Abino, Ontario. Brock University.
McCraken, J., P. Burke, and J. Wojnowski. 1999. The Breeding Birds of Marcy’s
Woods, Point Abino. Bird Studies Canada.
Stabb, M., and S. Patterson 2000. Southern Flying Squirrels in Marcy’s Woods.
Oldham, M.J. 2000. Reconaissance Biological Inventory of Marcy’s Woods, Point
Abino, Niagara Regional Municipality, Ontario. Natural Heritage Information Centre,
Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources.
Larson, B.M., J.L. Riley, E.A. Small, and H.G. Godschack. 1999. Marcy’s Woods.
Woodland Heritage of Southern Ontario, Federation of Ontario Naturalists.
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THE BUFFALO ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY
Michael Hamilton
IN THE MID-1920S, TWO MEN MET WHILE BIRDING in Forest Lawn Cemetery in Buffalo.
They had both recently moved to Buffalo from the New England area, and they struck
up a long-lasting friendship. Their names were Clark S. Beardslee and Harold D.
Mitchell. Forty years later, they would co-author Birds of the Niagara Frontier Region, still
the most authoritative ornithological study of this region. They also conceived the idea
of creating a bird-oriented society as an affiliate to the Buffalo Society of Natural
Sciences (the corporation under which the Buffalo Museum of Science now operates),
and in November of 1929, the Buffalo Ornithological Society (BOS) was incorporated.
Charter members were Harold D. Mitchell, John W. Aldrich, Clark S. Beardslee,
Gardner Bump, James Savage, John Schmahl, Ray M. Verrill and Alfred Wander.
Membership was on an invitation basis only, and full or active membership was conferred only when it was evident that a member was seriously interested in and devoted
to the principles of the society and willing to
1968–1970 Robert M. Wagner
Presidents of the Buffalo
work to further its purposes.
1970–1972 Edward L. Seeber*
Ornithological
Society
Six years later, in 1935, all three of the pres1972–1973 Harold A. Dodge*
1929-–1930
Harold
D.
Mitchell*
ent bird counts were organized and initiated.
1973–1975 Allen E. Valentine*
1930–1931 Clark S. Beardslee*
The April and October Counts focused on duck
1975–1976 Harriette Klabunde*
1931–1933 Ray M. Verrill*
migration and the May Count on warbler
1976–1977 William C. Vaughan*
1933–1934 Harold D Mitchell*
migration. In these early years, the BOS territo1977–1979 Edward C. Fessler*
1934–1936 Clark S. Beardslee*
ry was bounded on the east by the Genesee
1979–1980 David B. Freeland
1936–1938 Alfred D. Wander*
River, on the south by the Pennsylvania line, on
1980–1981 Bradley A. Lawn
1938–1940 Tom M. Kelly*
the north by Lake Ontario and on the west by
1981–1982 Michael A. Zebehazy
1940–1942 Edward C. Ulrich*
Lake Erie and the Niagara Peninsula west to
1982–1984 Wavel H. Barber*
1942–1943 Ward Klepfer*
1984–1986 Robert W. Brock*
Port Weller and Dunnville and north to the
1943–1945 Clark S. Beardslee*
1986–1987 David R. Cooper
1945–1946 Edward L. Seeber*
Welland River. This territory was not yet divid1987–1988 Raymond Prybis
1946–1949 William C. Vaughan*
ed into sections, so individuals were called and
1988–1990 Ellen Schopp
1949–1952
Winston
W.
Brockner*
assigned to cover known “hot spot” locations.
1990–1991 Morgan Jones
1952–1954
Walter
Klabunde*
They competed keenly to be assigned to special
1991–1994 Joseph DiDomenico
1954–1956 Alice E. Ulrich*
areas such as the Niagara River, Oak Orchard
1994–1995 Michael Galas
1956–1957 Robert F. Andrle
Swamp, Braddock Bay, Rock House Point (as
1995–1998 Gail W. Seamans
1957–1959 Robert Coggeshall*
Rock Point was then called) or Mitchell Woods
1998–2001 Michael Hamilton
1959–1962 Bernard Nathan*
near Long Beach. At the end of the count day,
2001–2005 Terry L.Yonker
1962–1964 Frances M. Rew
the participants would meet at some predeter2005–present Thomas O’Donnell
1964–1967 Marie A. Wendling*
mined place and report their observations to
1967–1968 Walter Klabunde*
* deceased.
each other and to the recorder.
Over time, observers recorded all bird species in their count reports. This meticulous record-keeping resulted in the documentation of not just ducks or warblers but of
the total observed avian population of Western New York and the Niagara Peninsula of
Ontario. To help all birders, the museum offered courses in bird identification and
organized field trips to a wide variety of habitats in the territory. Some of the favorite
destinations were, and still are, the Niagara River, the Ontario Plains, Rock Point
Provincial Park and the north shore of Lake Erie, Tifft Nature Preserve in Buffalo and
the Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge. Anyone who was interested could join these
expeditions; beginners received help from birders with advanced skills.
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In 1955, there was a change to the eastern and western boundaries to make room for
the newly established Genesee Ornithological Society of Rochester. The eastern boundary was moved west to a line running from Point Breeze south through Batavia,
Pembroke and Pike, New York, and east to include all of Allegany County. The western
boundary in the Niagara Peninsula was moved west to a line from Grimsby Beach
southwest through Smithsville, Canborough, thence along Route 3 and finally south to
Rainham Center. The total area so included measures approximately 15,470 km2 (5,973
sq. miles) in the United States and 2,109 km2 (814 sq. miles) in Canada.

Aims and Objectives
The original purposes of the society, as specified in The Buffalo Ornithological Incorporation Papers, were (1) to undertake “the scientific study of birds of the Niagara
Frontier Region, (2) to keep records of species observed in the study area, (3) to provide
for the interchange of birding experiences for the mutual benefit of the members, and
(4) to protect and promote the welfare of all birds in this area. The Society [would] also
hold meetings, lectures and exhibitions, and develop and maintain a library, in the interest of bird study and of the conservation of natural resources.”

Club Logo
James Savage and Jack Schmahl, charter members of the Buffalo Ornithological Society,
were walking across the Peace Bridge shortly after its opening in 1927, and one of them
photographed a Common Tern flying over the bridge. They brought the photograph to
the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences (the corporation under which the Buffalo
Museum of Science now operates), where Lewis Kalder was creating logos for youth
clubs, and he made a drawing from the photograph. Subsequently, during a BOS field
trip, a large colony of Common Terns was discovered on Gull Island (now Mohawk
Island) near what is now called Rock Point Provincial Park, and it was decided that the
drawing, with added graphics and text, should become the BOS logo. It was modified
very slightly in 2000 to simplify and strengthen both image and text.

Activities
Harold Axtell, curator of biology at the Buffalo Museum of Science from 1947 to 1969,
devised a system for the verification of rare bird sightings, the purpose of which was to
make these sightings verifiable under scientific scrutiny and thereby dependable as scientific records.
In 1960, an article called “Noteworthy Records” first appeared in the monthly BOS
publication The Prothonotary. This column, which has been included in each issue of The
Prothonotary since, lists all species seen during the previous month that are, for various
reasons, considered noteworthy. The birds may represent the first record for the year,
the first or last record for the migration, unusually high numbers for a species and the
like. Date of observation, location, number observed and name(s) of the observer(s) are
included.
During these early years, the number of observers increased to approximately 150,
but in 1966 an increased number of bird clubs in the United States portion of the BOS
territory (Lake Erie Bird Club of Dunkirk, Cattaraugus Bird Club, Allegany Bird Club
and the Jamestown Audubon Society) began participating in the counts, and the number of observers increased to approximately 250. This number has remained constant
ever since.
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In order to notify members of rare sightings in a timely manner, a telephone tree system was created whereby two subscribers,
notified of a sighting, called two others, who
in turn contacted two others, etc. If every one
was at home or had an answering machine, all
subscribers were notified very quickly. Of
course, some were not at home, and some did
not have answering machines, so the system
was eventually abandoned. However, recent
technology has now provided a system that
allows an individual with a rare sighting to
report it to a single number, after which all
subscribers are very rapidly contacted automatically by phone and the message repeated. This system is working very well, and subscriptions now exceed 100.
To date, 22,197,801 individual birds have been observed during the three counts,
April leads with over 10.1 million birds, October is next with over 7.7 million birds
and May is last with over 4.3 million birds. The most species seen on a count is, interestingly, in reverse order with 216 species seen in May, 182 species in October and 142
species in April.
To further its goals, the BOS also runs an annual grant program that helps fund
studies and the purchase of equipment such as mist nets for bird banders or optical
equipment for educational projects.
Whereas BOS activities are focused on field observations and their recording, scattered scientific studies, such as the Bonaparte’s Gull survey supervised by Chip
Weseloh in 1998, are also undertaken. Recently, a survey of bird populations along the
Buffalo River and its tributaries has been initiated with the purpose of restoring riparian habitat in brown field areas. It is hoped that this project will lead to the delisting of
the river as an “area of concern” by the International Joint Commission.

Buffalo Ornithological Society
sections in Ontario.
Courtesy of Niagara Region

