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from the Fditor fi} %?%:?gi

In springtime | often see bird feeders that have been carefully tended all
winter but, with the snow vanished, have been abandoned by their owners and of
course by the birds. | know the philosophy behind that practice — “from now on the
birds can fend for themselves,” and indeed they can However, for two reasons |
advocate continued feeding until least the middie of May

First, there are occasional “coidsnaps” when the requirement for energy-giving
supplements may be essential for birds which have used up much of their reserves
in migration My second reason might be termed selfish because |t benefits mostly
the feeder s owner But what a nice rewardl In adaition to the regular visitors,
new and exciting arrivais - many of them colourful songsters ~ appear (t starts
with the first blackbirds. | welcome the change and admire the lovely irldescence
of their plumage Soon the first seng of 3 Song Sparrow rings in the frigid air
Each day brings new species and colours, heightening my anticipation A flack of
Purple Finches mingles with the yellow of Goidfinches Jays sprinkle patches of
blue into the hungry muitituge From time to time special visitors make a brief
appearance - 2 Rose-breasted Grosbeak, a Baltimore Origle or something so
unusual that we pull out our books and telephone other birders All are pieasures
that those who have dizcontinued their bird feeding wiil be missing

The coming of spring promotes another activity with our feathered friends in
mind Nesting boxes are built and erected in every shape, size and colour Often
however, they are |ittle more than an ornament of no value Lo the birds There are
several reasons Often bird houses are built without consuiting some reliable book
or expert. | often see boxes with holes that either would only be good for
hummingbirds (which do not nest in boxes), or so big that a squirrel or starling
could enter to rob the eggs and drive away the desired species. Bird boxes are
sometimes erected in improper habitat or too close together. One should remember
that not all birds live In close company with each other. While, for example,
Purple Martins do, Tree Swallows don't. T the location for a martin house is not
suitable (They require open spaces, relatively warm locations not prone to strong
winds) then the house will maost likely be taken by a single pair of Tree Swallows
who will keep away every other pair.

Bird baths and hummingbird feeders are another great bird attraction. Both can
be easily made. Any shallow container makes a good bath. An inverted garbage can
Hd 1s a dandy, arock placed in the middle provides 2 landing spot and weighs the
1id down. A hummingbird feeder can be made from an upside down bottle with 2
cork and a glass or plastic tube Sugar solution should not be too strong (about one
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teaspoon of sugar to a quarter cup of water). You can add some red food colouring
to help attract the birds It is important that some red colour be attached to the
tip of the tube. | use red plastic tape. Hopefully those tips will help you derive
pleasure watching birds all year round.

There are a number of good books on nest boxes and bird feeders. Some of them
are available from the Nature Canada Bookshop. Good luck and good birding

Mary Majka

from the President

FEEDBACK

With this issue we have enclosed two loose sheets; one for reporting nature
observations and another for comments and questions | hope you will take
advantage of this opportunity to help provide more information about our
provincial flora and fauna, including first blooming dates, bird arrival dates, new
or Interesting records for plants or animals, unusual sightings of any kind. |
would like you to become more a part of the Federation and to realize how very
important your tnput 15 to the success of this organization and our magazine.

This 1s also your opportunity to ask the experts about natural phenomena which
have puzzied you. If your question concerns the name of a piant, please try to
press and thoroughly dry a small piece with a leaf and flower or fruit, and also
include a description of its habitat. For animal life, carefully describe field
marks, behavior and habitat Photographs are always helpful and will be returned
If s0 indicated.

| am also asking you to indicate your favorite area for pursuing your interest in
nature and/or areas you feel are special and should never be developed This
Information will help with decisions concerning significant natural areas and
their protection in our province.

Please use these sheets (expanded where necessary) to send us your
observations, comments and questions. We need your FEEDBACK.

Hal Hinds.
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TEN GRASSES YOU CAN KNOW
Joe Harvey*

Grasses are a strange group in that, whiie they provide the majority of food for
humans including (indirectly) beer, beef, mtik and eggs, 2s well as obvious things
like bread and spaghetti, they are ferra /incognita as far as recognizing the wild
species is concerned The reason most people do not know the grasses 1s odvious -
they (the grasses that 15} are wind pollinated, have no brightly coloured leaves
("petals’) and S0 do not draw themselves to the eye in fact the necessity to adopt
2 “stripped down” flower structure to allow free pollen movement by the wind,
means that grass flowers are very smail and abbreviated things indeed. However,
for all their small size they are quite complicated and are so different from
“normal” flowers that a whale lot of new terms have to be used to describe them,
eq. glume, lemma, awn 50 not only are the flowers not attractive but the
tecnniques sed te describe them are positively r2pulsive

North America has approximately 1500 grass spectes, Nova 5Scotia has apbou!
100 50 it IS reasonable to expect a naturalist to know ten of the common ones and
that 15 the 3im af this article

| MEADOW FOXTAIL ( d/opecurus pratensts) A tall qrass which shares the
false spike tvpe of inflorescence with timothy grass with which it 15 easily
confused at a few feet However, ciose inspection of a head reveals 2 profusion of
tiny bristies (awns) on the florets which are missing from timothy ( Alopecury:
nas awns - qet it?) Foxtail is just about the first grass in the province to
flower, starting in early May in sheltered places, but sweet vernal grass may beat
it

2 TIMOTHY ( Anleum pratense) One of our commonest pasture and roadside
grasses and much favoured by farmers because of the heavy hay crop !
produces; most of the milk you drink is made rom timothy Like foxtail, timothy
has a dense spiky head and may grow from a few inches to several feet high [t got
its name from Timothy Hanson who took a trip fo France in 1720 and collected
grass seeds of various kinds  The one which arew best he advertised 50
enthusiastically i1t got called timothy It is now the prime pasture grass of the
whole northeast. It flowers about Six weeks after foxtail and the heads persist
long Into winter, sticking out of the snow

* Reprinted with permission from Halifax Field Naturahists' Abwsieffer No. 39, pp. 8- 10, March—May
1985.
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3. SWEET VERNAL GRASS (Anthoxanthum odoratum). This vies with one or two
others for the place of the first grass to flower in the spring. The "sweet” in the
name comes from the scent of the leaves which on drying give off a pleasant,
aimost vanilla odour of coumarin. It shares this with another Nova Scotia grass,
holy grass (Arerochfoe odorata) found at the head of salt marshes. Sweet vernal
grass used to be looked on favourably by farmers because of the scented hay it
produces, but coumnarin 1S bitter-tasting and somewhat poisonous. The piants are
short and tufted and the secret of identifying them Is to pick 2 stalk and look at
the junction of the leaf blade and the ieaf sheath The presence of poth a
membranous ligule and a tult of hairs is diagnostic. |f you find it pick some, let it
dry and the next day get a sniff of the fragrance

4 COUCH or TWITCH L Agropyren repens) A common weed which s the terror of
the fiowerbed and the farmer’s ploughed field Couch deveiops an extensive
underground systern of rhizomes wnich break on being pulied Each fragment of
rhizome can reproduce 3 whole piant so getting rid of it is no mean feat Almost
every roadside In every town has this grass on [t The spikes are of a very simple,
straight structure unilke any other grass excepl the much smatller ryegrass
(Lo/rum)  Like all the grasses, except the last two, described in this article it
was introduced from Europe where co-existence with agricultural man seems to
have raised a group of viclous weeds as well as some useful species There i1s a
native Nova Scotian couch (dare | call it the Nova Scotian twitch?) which occurs
on riverside, cliff and coastal areas, but this lacks rhizomes and never invades a
man-influenced area

S. KENTUCKY BLUEGRASS ( Poz pratensis). Commen in lawns, roadsides and
pasture. Its name is a misnomer, the bluegrass of western Kentucky, which Daniel
Boone and other early explorers reported as coming to the belly of their horse, was
Andropegon However, as soon as intensive cattle and then horse ranching got
under way the Anagrogogon could not stand the grazing pressure and was displaced
by various European grasses, chiefly Pozand the name was transferred to Poa
pratensis which excels In the hot but humid Kentucky climate Fairly dwarf
strains which are easily grown commercially are highly touted for lawns, but in
truth tend to be somewhat coarse growing. A common variety 1S "Merton” The
related annual poa ( Poa amnwa) is common in flowerbeds and along footpaths where
it 1s able to withstand trampling better than most plants.

6. RED FESCUE ( Festuca rubra). The needle leaves of this grass are the resuit
of a rolled shape taken up by the blade; quite a few other grasses do this, it helps
in minimizing water loss. Sheeps fescue is a smalier version of the same basic




pattern and tends to grow on dryer, more rocky areas than red fescue which is
commeon in lawns and roadsides. Used in the finest lawns

7. COCKSFOOT, (Dacly/is glomerata) Like timothy this is a tall pasture grass
common along roadsides and in waste land The clumped, one-sided arrangement of
the spikelets (the “"cocksfoot™ of the name) is quite distinct This grass Is also
called orchard grass In the United States and is widely grown for hay.

B. BENT (Agrostis tenuls) A small, fine-leaved grass which is probably the
most abundant lawn and roadside species in the Maritimes. The open panicle of
very small, single-flowered spikelets is a common sight along roadsides and when
in fiower or with dew on them glves 2 distinct misty effect when you are driving
along the road. Good as a lawn grass

9. MARRAM ( Ammiapht/a brevigul/ata) The grass responsible (with wind) for
the formaticn of our coastal sand dunes, Its very extenstve rhizome system binds
the sand which the leaves have collected around their base. Tnis way the grass
has been responsible for bullding dunes over 200 feet high. The growth of the
rhizome 15 stimulated by having sand dumped on it - dune growth is thus
automatic In addition to having remarkable rhizomes, the leaves of this plant
exhibit to an extreme degree the protection of the (upper) surface by the relling of
the leaf blade into a tight cylinder This encloses the stomata, thus saving them
from sand blast 2nd drying winds

10. CORD GRASS or SALT HAY ( Spartina ziternifiors) Performs the same
binding task on estuarine mud that marram does on sand [ts rhizomes possess air
channels which allow the roots to respire aerobically in notoriously stinky
(anaerobic H,S) mud It 13 2 coarse plant standing erect on the marsh: There is 3

dwarf fine-leaved relative ( 5 pafens) on the landward side of the cord grass zone
and a taller species (5 pectinatz) which grows to 1.S m in salt-free portions of
the upper marsh
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MAPPING BIRDS: A LABOUR OF LOVE
Judith Kennedy

For many birdwatchers, the summer months are distinctly anti-climactic.
Birding excitement begins in mid-March with the arrival of the first Red-winged
Blackbirds and builds steadily through the raptors and waterfow! of April to the
frenzied peak of May's returning warblers By the end of May, however, migration
has slowed down, and so have 2 lot of birders,

Starting in 1986, however, summer is going to be different for hundreds of
birders in the Maritimes. In fact, the latest avian pastime reaches its zenith in
June and July, providing 2 two month extension to the birding season. This has
been accomplished by focusing attention on the reproductive cycle of birds, a
process which has gone relatively unnoticed among amateur birdwatchers in the
past. But a new project, the Maritimes Breeding Bird Atlas, IS bringing nesting
into the limelight.

While a2 breeding bird atlas is new for the Maritimes, the concept itself has
existed for several years. The first atlas project was undertaken in 1968 in Great
Britain, and was published in 1976 . Since then, the atlas egg has hatched in many
countries, Including Canada and the United States In North America there are 38
atlas projects in various stages of completion These include Ontario (1981-1985)
and Ouebec (1984-1988), with organization beginning for projects in some of the
western provinces,

The end product of a breeding bird atlas project is 2 book of maps. Each species
of bird which breeds In the Maritime Provinces will have 2 map showing Its
distribution Although many field guides contain range maps with similar
information, they are usually compiled from scattered records and "best guesses"
by the author. An atlas map is composed of actual evidence recorded by volunteers
specifically looking for breeding in their area, This means that the maps in an
atias are much more accurate than those In a field quide, and have a great deal of
scientific merit

The data collected for the breeding bird atias has many conservation
applications. After determining which birds are where, it is possible to pinpoint
areas that are ecologically significant and should be given high priority for
preservation. It alse documents the distribution of rare, threatened and
endangered species which will facilitate assessment of their status. Because
atias methods are standardized, the procedure may be repeated at some point in
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the future to monitor changes in bird distribution, Equally important, an atlas is
an excellent way for participants to improve their knowledge of the natural
history of birds.

In order to get records which are evenly spread across the Maritimes rather
than clustered around population centres, observers are asked to work within the
bounds of a grid cell. Canadian topographic maps have the Universal Transverse
Mercator (UTM) grid printed on them That grid delineates squares, 10 km to a
side, each with a unigue number/letter code for identification. It is ideal for
atlas purposes as it provides a standard grid readily available to volunteers, and
the data from each square can be computerized using the UTM square codes. There
are roughly 1600 10 km x 10 km squares in New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Prince
Edward Isiand - quite 2 task to get a birder in each one The initial goal of the
Maritimes atlas is to completely cover one quarter of those squares (Fig 1), and
Increase our expectations upon achieving that level of coverage. Fleldwork Is
spread out over five seasons (1986 to 1990 Inclusively), so an atias volunteer
completing a2 square in less time would have the opportunity to work in a2 new
square.  Although we would be hard pressed to find 1600 volunteers, by
encouraging people to record in new squares, we may be able to achieve full
coverage

Figure 2 - Atlas Priority and Special Squares Zonw 201 2ine
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Once 2 volunteer has located their square, the first step is to determine the
different habitat types present. A general overview of the habitat may be obtained
from the topographic map, but a map cannot provide specifics such as the
difference between deciduous and coniferous forest types, for example. Driving
through the square or exploring it on foot will make these dif ferences apparent.
Surveying the various habitats will reveal most species to be expected in 2 square,
while eliminating the need to explore the whole area This will help save
considerable effort in squares with relatively uniform habitat, particularly if the
road access is poor

A square Is completely surveyed when two criteria are met- at least 20 hours
have been spent In the square over the 5 year period, and breeding evidence has
been recorded for 75% of the species expected to breed in the square The time
factor is an estimate based on the results from previeus atlas projects In
general, it will take an experienced observer 20 hours at the height of the breeding
Season to meet the expected species totals The number of potential species are
estimated using a formuia which predicts a given number of species for each
different type of habitat The British found that even 3 top-notch birder could not
find every breeding species in a square in 100 hours These f igures are applied as
a guideline to help volunteers know when to devote most of their energy 1o a new
square

The fun part, however i5 laoking for breeding evidence. Nests themselves are
often gifficult to find, as they can be butit high up in the tree canopy or hidden in
the centre of shrubs Fortunately, birds indicate breeding activity through
behavioural means as well, so it /s not necessary to find a nest 1n order to record
evidente. The males of many species sing to attract mates, and by tdentifying the
specles a birder can record evidence for the “possible” category. “Probabie”
records, the next level of evidence, constitute observations such as 2 male-female
pair of birds, courtship displays, and aqitated behaviour The highest category ts
‘confirmea records, for instance birds qathering materials for nest-buiiding,
fledged young birds, aduits carrying food for the young, and, of course, a nest
containing eqgs or young. Because confirmed records have the highest degree of
certainty, atlas volunteers are encouraged to collect evidence in that category for
as many species as possible There are a few tricks one can employ to confirm
breeding, but one of the easiest is to visit 2 square in the latter part of the season
to look for adults carrying food

The other parameter of interest is abundance. It would be virtually Impossible
to count actual numbers of a species, but it is relatively simple to make an
estimate. The categories for abundance are based on a logarithmic scale (eg !
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pair, 2-10 pairs, 11-100 pairs, etc., up to more than 10,000 pairs). Estimates are
made by assessing the amount of suitable nesting habitat for each species within
the 10 km square. Having a general idea of the abundance of a species will be
particularly useful as a reference in the future. Knowing that a breeding colony
has declined from 101-1000 pairs to 2-10 pairs provides much more insight into
the status of the species than merely knowing that it 1s still there.

The completed atlas will provide the first comprehensive look at the status of
breeding birds in the Maritimes Amateur naturalists can make a tremendous
contribution to the base of scientific knowledge As governments restrain their
spending, more and more of the responsibility to assess the health of our
environment may fall en interested voiunteers |t isn't necessary to be an axpert
In order to provide useful information Anyane with a moderate ability to identif
0Irds 1s welcome te participate keep your binoculars out this summer, spring
migration 15 only the opening act

For more infarmarion please rontact Mar ihimes Breeding Bira Atlas, c/o Natural
History Sectron, Nova Scotia Museum, | 747 Summer Street. Hahifax. N. S B3H JA6,
telephone (902) 429-46 10

L HY TICAL!

Cecil Johnston

As ordered by Jim Wilson | had been keeping a close eye on Saints Rest Marsh
His final words had been, “One never knows what will show up there in the Spring,
50 don't be the means of us missing a good ane by goofing of f °

At 5:35 pm, Aprit ISth, | looked tnrough ray telescope, to scan that portion of
the marsh visible from my home. Almast immediately | spatted a groug of biras
consisting of a Great Blue Heron, two Black Ducks, two Herring Guils, and an
unknown white bird, all together in a small pond The day had been a warm one,
and the resultant heat shimmer caused such distortion, that my tgentification of
the heron, ducks and qulls, was done more through general familiarity than
observation of specific field marks Such was not the case with the white birg
however The rapid movements of the feeding bird, and the heat distortion, did not
permit definite 1dentification The best | could do at the distance Involved, almost
three quarters of a mile, was to determine that | was looking at 2 white bird,
smaller than a Herring Gull, with 2 Jong neck, and what appeared to be an erange
beak and legs
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Since | couldn't say what It was, | tried to decide what it wasn't It wasn't an
immature Little Blue Heron because there was no trace of darker coloration on the
folded wings, and the legs appeared orange, rather than greenish. It wasn't a
Snowy Egret because the beak and legs were orange, rather than black. | was
aimost convinced | was looking at a Cattle Egret, but | was not happy with that
conclusion It was not the right habitat for a Cattle Egret, the posture was not
right, and the dowitcher-like method of feeding was unlike a Cattle Egret Also,
every once in a while, when the heat shimmer permitted, the bird's bill appeared
somewhat down-curved. Unfortunately, at that time, | had to leave to put on a
slide presentation at a nursing home. On my return, it was too dark for further
observation

The next morning, at 7.30 am, | again went to the telescope, and much to my
delight, on the same pond, In the same company of birds, | saw not one, but two
unknown white birds. Viewing circumstances were much different  Although it
was a bright sunny day, the air had not yet had time to warm up, and was crystal
clear. The picture | saw through the eyepiece was razor sharp and rock steady
The two white birds, smaller than Herring Gulls, with long necks, had long
decurved red beaks, red faces, and long red legs. A guick glance at my field guide,
and the identification was complete. Not one, but two White Ibises. Pausing only
long enough to phone Jim Wilson's home, | headed for Saints Rest Beach, in order to
get a closer look

Just short of the beach, a clearing through the roadside
shrubbery permitted a good lock at one of the birds. Plainly
visible at that closer distance, the bird appeared somewhat
off white in coloration, rather than the brilliant white of a
Snowy Egret for Instance. Two photographs were taken
before my attempts to get closer caused both birds to fly to
tne other side of the marsh. Jim Wilson met me at the
tourist bureau on the throughway, but we had to return to
W the original area to get a good look at one of the birds. We

3_5 A then separated to set the rare bird alert in motion. Everyone

. T sw— who went to the marsh, saw either one or both of the Ibises.
Peter Pearce a2nd a friend saw one ibis, a Snowy Egret, and an American Bittern
Molly Smith saw both ibises and the Snowy Egret. The sighting of White Ibis
raised to 232 the total number of bird species seen on or around Saints Rest Marsh
since we started keeping records

—
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The only previous New Brunswick record of this bird is considered hypothetical.
W. Austin Squires in 7he 8irds of New Brunswickreports that, "A bird seen from
the tower at the Szint John airport by two traffic controllers on July I, 1968, was
2lmost certainly this species.”

As a point of interest, one of the ibises was accompanied everywhere by 2
Herring Gull. The ibis ignored the guli, which kept 2 close eye on the ibis’ feeding
habits. The qull would approach, watch the ibis feed for 2 few moments, and then
attempt a couple of pecks at the marsh surface to imitate it, Failing to come up
with anything worth eating, the guil weuld look at the ibis almost with disgust,
but nevertheless continue to foilow it about the marsh, from time to time
attempting to feed ibis-style. Perhaps someone more knowledgeable than me,
could explain this "2dd Coupie” behavior

Editor's Note: One of the 1bises remained at Saints Rest {111 3t least May | Another White [bie appeared &t
Keirstead Mountain, Kings County, on April 13 (Besner Clarke ) and was seen be many nheervers s ft fed
in & field there unti] at least April 28. DSC.

SOME DETAILS OF THE NESTING OF THE
AMERICAN ROBIN IN NEW BRUNSWICK

Bichard Blzcqulere, Sara Griesbach and Mike Morris

The American Robin 7urgus migratorfus 1S a widespread and well-known bird
throughout much of North America. Its habits of feeding on lawns and nesting in
backyards make {t obvious to even the most casual observers. For many, the robin
is the harbinger of spring, arriving In New Brunswick as bare ground begins to
appear through the melting snow [ts song IS loud, pleasant and easily recognized.
Commercial blueberry growers know the robin well, too, as a potential competitor
for the valuable fruit,

Familiarity, however, does not guarantee that the robin has been well studied.
In fact, It does not seem to be a favourite of researchers. Perhaps being sSo
commaon makes robins unfashionable. Mounting an expedition to your own backyard
doesn’t carry much prestige. In addition, their habit of not having wetl-defined
territories and sometimes feeding far from the nest site make them difficult to
rollow. Ornithological studies In recent years have tended to adrress individuals
rather than groups of birds, and robins present some problems in that regacd.
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