














Thrushes, thrashers, and relatives garner
less comment in summer than at other sea-
sons, but a few species made mention this
season. Northern Wheatears nested for the
first time at Churchill, Manitoba, and a
Dusky Thrush turned up at Barrow in mid-
June, only the second for Alaska’s North
Slope. In Arizona, a strong flight of the enig-
matic, peripatetic Aztec Thrush was well doc-
umented in southeastern Arizona, where
minimally 11 were noted 9 July through 1
August or so; the only larger invasion came in
1996, when 16 were found. New Mexico,
which has just a fraction of the birding cover-
age that Arizona does, turned up its very first
Aztec Thrush at Santa Fe on 15 July. Mean-
while, as Mexican birds move northward, so
do southwestern birds: a Sage Thrasher on
territory in Luce County Michigan for two
weeks (28 June-13 July) and a female Phain-
opepla near Beulah, Colorado (10-15 June)
were equally unexpected.

Warblers through Sparrows
Extralimital warblers detected in early June
are typically birds “left over” from spring mi-
gration (which, for this journals purposes,
“ends” on 31 May, the last day of meteorolog-
ical spring), some of which linger to pioneer
territories well out of range. A Prothonotary
Warbler in Québec 4 June and Swainson’s
Warblers in Ontario 3 June and Pennsylvania
10 June were surely spring-season birds.
However, a Virginia’s Warbler mist-netted and
photographed in Kalamazoo County, Michi-
gan 25 June, and identified as a second-year
female, was a genuine anomaly. “Eastern:
warblers in the West were relatively fewer
than normal this June; a Magnolia Warbler in
Nevada was a stand-out rarity there. Parulas
were found well to the north and west of usu-
al range: a male Tropical Parula was pho-
tographed at Portal, Arizona 16-23 June, and
a singing male Northern Parula at Victoria,
British Columbia 13 June represented just the
eighth provincial record; other single North-
erns were in Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada,
Arizona, and Oregon, and over a dozen were
in California. Rarely reported, a Grace’s War-
bler x Yellow-rumped Warbler hybrid was
studied in the Sierra Prieta Mountains of Ari-
zona 4 June. Thanks to conservation efforts
on its behalf, Kirtland's Warbler again enjoyed
a banner nesting season: 1478 were found
singing in Michigan, three in Wisconsin, and
two in Ontario—breaking the previous sea-
son’s all-time high count.

Icterids inched ahead in some cases—
Rhode Island’s first Boat-tailed Grackle is a

good example—but some moved consider-
able distances: Wisconsin and Colorado both
recorded state-second Hooded Orioles (19
July and 18 June, respectively), Utah had an
Orchard Oriole, and Northern Canada had
multiple Yellow-headed Blackbirds (in the
Yukon), a Brown-headed Cowbird, and a Bal-
timore Oriole (both at Arviat, Nunavut!).
Bronzed Cowbird was confirmed as a breed-
ing species east of the Mississippi River for
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eastern Montana this season; “a banner year,”
echo Joe Grzybowski and Ross Silcock, writ-
ing of the influx into western Nebraska. Pre-
sumably driven by the drought conditions
over much of their core range, Dickcissels
made movements that exceeded even the big
exoduses of the 1970s. In North Dakota,
counts over 100 were widespread, and birds
nested as far north as J. Clark Salyer National
Wildlife Refuge, not far from the Canadian

Figure 4. Dickcissels strayed across the continent in June, as evidenced by unusually high numbers reported
across the northern Great Plains, Midwest, and even Northeast. This male ended up in Ashton, eastern Idaho,
where found by Doug Ervin 30 June 2006 (here), a first record for the state. Photograph by Darren Clark.

the first time: in Miami-Dade County, Florida,
where record of the species have steadily in-
creased in recent years. Buntings and gros-
beaks showed less astonishing vagrancy than
in most recent seasons, but there were a few
colorful exceptions: Iowa’s first Painted
Bunting, Montana’s fourth Blue Grosbeaks (a
pair; seven in North Dakota was an all-time
high), and a male Yellow Grosbeak near Bish-
op, California. Tanagers likewise crept along:
a male Flame-colored Tanager in Big Bend
National Park, Texas 2 July would be only a
state sixth, and nesting Summer Tanagers in
Colorado and in Cook County, Illinois—
where a male Scarlet Tanager served as nest
helper, feeding the fledgling Summers!

“It was the year of the Dickcissel,” writes
Ron Martin, referring to the staggering high
counts of the species in North Dakota and

border. Montana had at least 37 Dickcissels—
far fewer than North Dakota, but the state had
only about 17 total reports before this season!
To the west, Dickcissels were described as
“more widespread and numerous than is typ-
ical” on the eastern plains of Colorado, and
one even reached the state’s West Slope at
Paonia. Farther yet to the west, a Dickcissel
made it all the way to Ashton, Idaho—a first
for that state (Figure 4). Across the border in
central-southern Canada, it was the
“strongest Dickcissel irruption since 1973,”
note Rudolf Koes and Peter Taylor. Most birds
were observed just north of the North Dakota
birds, in the prairies and farms of southeast-
ern Saskatchewan and southwestern Manito-
ba—counts of up to 37 birds, with the major-
ity coming from alfalfa fields. Nebraskans saw
nesting Dickcissels move unexpectedly west-
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ward, as far to the northwest as Valentine;
normally, according to Grzybowski and Sil-
cock, drought years see eastward shifts in
Dickcissel range. In the East, only a minor in-
cursion of Dickcissel was observed, in upstate
New York (two sites), Ontario (six sites),
Maryland (two sites), and Virginia (four
sites), but 39 in one field near Newburg,
Pennsylvania suggests that more may have
been around. In the Midwest, Indiana logged
its second highest single-day count (164) in
Gibson County 1 July, while Illinois had mul-
tiple counts over 120 per day.

Although Cassin’s Sparrows do range as far
from core range as Dickcissels, ranges of the
two species are said to “shift harmoniously” in
most drought years, according to editors from
Oklahoma to Colorado. Such a shift was cer-
tainly detected in 2006, and Cassin’s were
heard delivering their heavenly melody in areas
where often absent, from western New Mexico,
to seven counties of central Texas, even to three
counties of the San Luis Valley and to North
Table Mountain, both in Colorado, where the
species is both irregular and rare.

Henslow’s Sparrow presents quite a differ-
ent story, one that bears monitoring. For sev-
eral years now, the species has shown declines
on the eastern edges of its range but expan-
sion on the western. This season, only New
York reported a continued decline. The east-
ernmost nesters in the range must be in Vir-
ginia—which has had no confirmed territori-
al Henslow’s in saltmarsh habitat for about 15
years but which turned in a report of a singing
bird at Wallops Island 22-23 June. On the
western edge of breeding range, up to 23
Henslow’s were tallied in southeastern Ne-
braska, and six in Johnson County, Kansas
made a good local count. In core range, “good
nesting” was reported in Illinois, with counts
as high as 58 per site. Jim Dinsmore reports a
continued “amazing increase” in lowa, where
24 counties had Henslow’s. Southeastern Mis-
souri even turned in a count of ten. Likewise,
on the southern edge of range, Brainard
Palmer-Ball and Chris Sloan report a contin-
ued increase in Tennessee, where three new
colonies were found (counts up to 80 singing
males), and in Kentucky, where five new
colonies were detected. On the northern edge
of range, Point Pelee, Ontario had a record-
late spring migrant Henslow’s Sparrow 2 June,
and an apparently unmated male sang at Car-
den, Ontario for the first half of July. The
species has become quite rare in Ontario in
recent times. One near Huntingdon, Québec
2-27 June furnished the first local record
since 1989. Just as for Dickcissels, haying op-
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erations frequently occur when adult spar-
rows are feeding young or on eggs, and so
breeding success is often poor. Birders are
sometimes able to persuade landowners to
delay mowing, and a few such success stories
are reported in this issue.

Business as unusual

How does one summarize a season in which
bird stories, aside from a sprinkling of rarities,
seemed “normal”? Perhaps our baselines have
shifted so much from those of a decade ago
that we think nothing of record-hot summers
and tropical species visiting boreal climes. If
we were to take this season’s records—sum-
mering Slaty-backed Gulls not far from breed-
ing Dickcissels, a Lesser Nighthawk flying
around with Fork-tailed Storm-Petrels, a
Broad-billed Hummingbird on the shores of
Lake Ontario—and move them back in time
just ten years, this essay would have been
filled with exclamation points, that dreaded
form of punctuation reserved for only the
most outlandish occurrences. While we
should be mindful of how our perspectives
change over time in this rapidly changing
world, and how rapidly we grow accustomed
to what were once avian anomalies, we should
take a moment, too, to enjoy some of the good
news in these pages: by and large, over much
of the continent, the nesting season was quite
successful for a great variety of birds.
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