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A spring pilgrimage
Walking along Rondeau Provincial Park’s
South Point Trail during the birding doldrums of mid-afternoon, you would have
thought all of the birds had mysteriously
vanished. Hardly a warbler or vireo was to
be seen. In the bright sunshine and heat, the number
of species singing, too,
included far fewer voices,
reduced to mostly orioles,
blackbirds and wrens.
However, we knew from
experience that the birds
had to be somewhere. It was
just a matter of finding
them. Hearing a few unfamiliar call notes emanating
from a tangle of vines and
OUR
CHANGING shrubs, I decided to try
pishing — making a loud,
SEASONS
Drew Monkman series of “psh-psh-psh”
sounds — to see if the
unidentified bird would
show itself. Within seconds a beautiful male
Wilson’s warbler came out and landed on a
low branch.
Hopeful that other birds would be there,
too, I continued pishing for several minutes.
As if drawn to an acoustic magnet, an entire
parade of species flew in to investigate the
curious sounds: red-eyed, warbling and
Philadelphia vireo, Baltimore oriole, house
wren, blue-gray gnatcatcher, least flycatcher, American goldfinch, common grackle,
chipping sparrow, yellow warbler, magnolia
warbler, blackburnian warbler, chestnutsided warbler, and common yellowthroat.
When everything was said and done, 15 different varieties of birds had come over to see
what all the commotion was about. It was
interesting to watch their behaviour, too.
They would constantly feed as they came in
closer, grabbing a caterpillar from a leaf or
sallying out for a hapless midge.
Once again this year, we had chosen Victoria Day weekend to make our annual pilgrimage to the southern Ontario birding
meccas of Rondeau Provincial Park and
Point Pelee National Park. These two wooded peninsulas which jut out into Lake Erie
concentrate thousands of migrant birds in
the spring, tired and hungry after their long
flight from Ohio over the lake. On a good
day in May, 100 or more different species
enliven the woods and thickets. So, for anyone who gets a charge out of running up a
big total of birds in a single day or trip, Rondeau and Pelee are the places to be.
Arriving in Blenheim on the Friday night,
we decided to drive over to the Rondeau
park entrance to listen for any voices of the
night that might be calling. Before we even
rolled down the car windows, the peenting
call of an American woodcock was easily
heard against the background noise of
spring peepers and grey treefrogs. The bird
then launched itself into the air, its wings
quivering as it gained altitude. Soon, we
could see its silhouette against the pale pink
light of the darkening western sky, an image
of spring nights that I never grow tired of
seeing.
As much as I try not to focus on listing —
that is, being primarily concerned with how
many birds you see on a given day or in a
certain location — I still can’t quite get away
from the goal of seeing at least 100 species
during a spring’s day of birding. So, in order
to jump start the day’s list, and not have to
worry about looking for common birds later
in the day, I decided to spend a few minutes
the next morning listening to the backyard
birds of our bed and breakfast. It wasn’t long
before I’d either seen or heard 24 species,
everything from house sparrows to killdeers.
Once in the park, it was soon evident by
the mix of species present and the high percentage of female birds that we had arrived
pretty much at the tail end of the migration.
Typically, birds such as the willow, alder
and olive-sided flycatcher, Canada warbler,
Wilson’s warbler, mourning warbler and
cedar waxwing are among the last to arrive
in the spring. When I start hearing the highpitched calls of waxwings, I know that
spring is quickly giving way to summer.

Rondeau Provincial and Point Pelee National parks attract thousands of migrant
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Clockwise, from top left: Wild columbine carpets large areas of the forest floor at Rondeau Provincial Park in May; Rondeau is well-known for its Carolinian species such as the tulip tree; the Wilson’s warbler; and a sign proclaiming Point Pelee as the southern tip of Canada.

Although tallying a big list of different
species is exciting, great views of rare or
hard-to-see birds are even more satisfying.
This year, a number of different species
proved to be especially co-operative. These
included a pair of grey-cheeked thrushes, a
species which can be quite difficult to identify. We watched them for at least five minutes as they searched for food and gently
sang among wild columbine flowers, only
metres in front of us. Memorable, too, was
an olive-sided flycatcher showing off its dark
vest on the flanks and white puffs of the
lower back as it sat on a conspicuous dead
branch just above our heads. However, our
most satisfying views were of a male parula
warbler sitting at eye level in some shrubs
less than two metres away. Thanks also to
the superb light, we could see all of the
obscure field marks such as the broken eye
ring, multicoloured necklace on the upper
breast and the obscure pink patch of feathers on the flanks — markings that you can
usually appreciate only in a field guide.
For many observers, spring birding at

Rondeau and Point Pelee is also about
sound. By focusing your attention on bird
song, you get an almost instantaneous picture of the diversity of species around you as
well as the number of individual birds. This
particular weekend, the dominant voices
were Baltimore orioles, catbirds, yellow warblers, red-winged blackbirds, common grackles, barn and tree swallows, warbling and
red-eyed vireos, and house wrens. Not quite
as common, but calling at least every couple
of minutes, were least flycatchers, eastern
wood-pewees, eastern towhees, great crested
flycatchers, red-bellied woodpeckers and
Carolina wrens. Coaxing your brain to push
these more common sounds into the background, you could then listen for anything
different.
Many voices were absent, too, the birds
having probably already passed through.
The flute-like call of the wood thrush, the
“tcher” of the ovenbird were both conspicuous by their absence. Had we been there a
week earlier, both of these species would
probably have been quite common.

By day’s end, we had managed to find
about 95 different kinds of birds. A quick
trip to a local sewage lagoon which harboured lingering ducks and shorebirds
helped to shore up the list.
However, when we weren’t focusing on the
birds or plants, it was hard not to notice
something rather peculiar about the birders
themselves. There were practically no young
people — as in under 40. In fact, the vast
majority were 50 years of age or older. About
the only exception were some groups of Quebeckers where people in their 20s and 30s
were fairly well represented. Because birders, and naturalists in general, are usually
committed conservationists who represent a
strong voice for the protection of species and
wild spaces, one cannot help but wonder
what the relative lack of younger people
means for the future.
Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature’s Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca.

Shrinking and sharing your photographs
Summer is the official
A good camera will have
season of photography.
five megapixels. UnfortuWhether it’s a graduation,
nately, the average comwedding, vacation, or beauputer screen can only distiful sunset, it seems that
play a fraction of the image
there are more varied photo
at that resolution. We have
opportunities during the
all received a photo from a
summer than at any other
friend but when we view
time of the year.
the picture on the screen
One of the greatest joys of
the photo’s boundaries are
taking photos is sharing
well outside those of the
ONLINE
them with the subjects or
monitor and only a small
impressing others with
part of the print is visible,
Ray Saitz
your artistic abilities. Sharsuch as a person’s hand
ing your photos via the
instead of the whole torso.
Internet seems like a natural
In addition, modern digital camchoice, but without a few basic
eras produce pictures whose file
computer tricks and some free soft- sizes are larger than two
ware the joy of sharing your snaps
megabytes, which is beyond the
could become a technological
useful size that you can send via eheadache.
mail. Several pictures of that size
A huge obstacle to sending piccomprise a file too large to send
tures by e-mail is the actual size of
and perhaps a daunting download
the photos, and the inability of the
for the recipient. Without a highaverage computer monitor to disspeed connection the pictures could
play them properly. A camera’s
take minutes to download and, in
sharpness or resolution is judged
some cases, the pictures could be
by how many millions of pixels or
sent back to you as undeliverable
dots make up the image, which is
because they exceed the space in
expressed by the term megapixel.
the receiver’s e-mail mailbox.

The trick is to shrink the photos
to a good size for e-mail. They will
display well on a computer screen
without any other software, download quickly, and still have enough
detail to please the sharpest eye.
You could invest in expensive
photo-editing software, but luckily
this can be handled without any
cost or too much fuss, and there
are several ways to do it.
Your digital pictures will be contained in a folder on the computer
and, with the folder open, in Windows XP or Vista click on the
“view” tab at the top of the screen
and select “thumbnails.” You’ll
then be able to see all of the photos
in miniature. Select one picture, or
hold down the “ctrl” key and
choose several, and then right click
on one selected photo. You’ll see
the option of “send to” and then
“mail recipient.” If you click this
choice, Windows will ask if you
want to make the pictures smaller.
Clicking on “more options” will let
you pick the medium size which is
perfect for sending by e-mail.
When you click OK, your e-mail

program will open with the pictures in their smaller sizes already
inserted as attachments. The original photos will remain unchanged
on your computer.
Google’s Picasa (http://picasa.
google.com) is a free program which
will give you three options for
shrinking and sharing your photos,
plus the ability to index all of your
pictures in an image library. It also
includes photo editing tools to
improve your pictures by correcting the colour and exposure, or
cropping them to take out unwanted things on the margins. Picasa
will let you use an export command to shrink your photos and
then save the new versions in a
separate folder, or you can open
your e-mail program from within
Picasa and send the pictures after
reducing them.
A new feature will let you upload
the pictures to Picasa Web Albums
for storage. You will be able to see
your images on any computer connected to the Internet and your
friends can be granted permission
to browse one or more albums and

download and print the ones they
want.
Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.

New food column
begins tomorow
Close to
Home, a new
food column
by Lakefieldarea chef
Brian Henry,
begins tomorrow in The
Examiner.
Each week,
Henry will
search out a
locally-produced ingredient
and feature it in a recipe.
Look for it every Wednesday.

