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BIRDS >OBSERVED ALONG THE SIKANNI CHIEF RIVER, 
NORTH-EASTERN BRITISH COLUMBIA 1992- 1997 

Tony Greenfield 
Box 319 

Sechelt, B.C. 
VON 3A0 

Abstract -- An annotated list is presented of 134 bird species observed along the remote Sikanni Chief River 1992-1997, along 
with a review of the sparse literature published previously on birds of that area. Direct breeding evidence (active nest or 
flightless young) was obtained for Canada Goose, Mallard, Green-winged Teal, goldeneye sp., Red-tailed Hawk, Ruffed 
Grouse, Killdeer, Greater Yellowlegs, Lesser Yellowlegs, Northern Hawk Owl, Great Gray Owl, Hairy Woodpecker, Northern 
Flicker, Eastern Phoebe, Violet-green Swallow, Barn Swallow, Gray Jay, American Robin, Chipping Sparrow, Lincoln's 
Sparrow and Dark-eyed Junco. A Ruffed Grouse nest had the largest clutch reported in B.C. to date. The published British 
Columbia ranges of Wood Duck and California Gull are extended to the northeast, those of Black-throated Green Warbler and 
Yellow-headed Blackbird to the north and that of Vesper Sparrow to the northwest. Hammond's Flycatchers were fairly common 
in three years far to the east of their described range in B.C. Records are documented of several other species seldom reported 
in northeastern B.C. The earliest arrival date in British Columbia for Yellow-bellied Flycatcher is moved forward to 2 June. 

Key words: Avifauna, northeastern British Columbia, Sikanni Chief River. 

Erskine and Davidson (1976), in their pioneer work on the 
birds of the Fort Nelson lowlands, lamented that the north- 
eastern corner of British Columbia was "little known 
ornithologically." This situation has changed only slightly 
during the intervening 22 years. Funding by Forest Renewal 
B.C. has resulted in recent research by consultants (R. W. 
Campbell personal communication to M. K. McNicholl 1 
January 1998), but their results have yet to be published. 

Away from the Alaska Highway, the area is remote, with 
difficult access, and devoid of human population. Mosquitoes 
and bears are constant considerations. 

From late May to midJune in each of the years 1992-1997, 
I was in the area of the Sikanni Chief River at its confluence 
with Niteal and Gutah creeks (58' 00' N, 121' 00' W). 
Although I was in the area to complete contracts to plant 
500,000 tree seedlings in each of the six years, I was able to 
record bird observations incidentally to the work. In this 
paper, I present an annotated list of 134 bird species observed, 
with details of breeding evidence, and comments on their 
habitat use and abundance. 

STUDY AREA 

The area is 110 km. south-east of Fort Nelson, B.C. and 200 
km. north north-west of Fort St. John, B.C. (Figure 1). It is 
within the Fort Nelson Lowland Ecoregion of the Taiga Plains 
Ecoprovince in the Sub-arctic Ecodivision of the Polar 
Ecodomain (Demarchi et al. 1990). 

This is an extensive lowland area dissected by tributaries of 
the Liard River. The Sikanni Chief River and Gutah Creek are 
incised deeply, into the plain. Streams, small lakes and 

extensive muskeg cover much of the area, which has been 
essentially unmodified since the retreat of the glacier after the 
latest Ice Age. 

The region has a continental climate with the greatest 
temperature extremes in British Columbia. Winters are long 
and dark, with temperatures plummeting to -50' C. Summer 
days are long because of latitude, with temperatures rising 
into the mid 30's C. Precipitation is low with summer 
maxima because of afternoon convection showers. Many 
mornings and afternoons are pleasant, but some days are hot 
and humid. Thunderstorms are regular and cause a variety of 
potential problems, including lightning strikes, wind squalls 
and "twisters" that bring trees down. In 1993, a dry lightning 
storm ignited three forest fires in a triangular pattern around 
our camp, putting us in imminent danger of evacuation. The 
clay logging roads of the area are extremely tiresome to walk 
on when wetted by rain, because of the instant adherence of 
heavy clay to boots. 

The climax forests are white spruce (Piceaglauca) on drier, 
elevated areas and black spruce (P. mariana) and tamarack 
(Lark laricina) in the muskegs. Sera1 trembling aspen 
(Populus tremuloides) stands are everywhere due to the 
ubiquity of forest fires in the region. Spruce and aspen forest 
understory includes prickly rose (Rosa acicularis), 
soopolallie (Shepherdia canadensis), willows (Salk spp.) and 
alders Ollnus spp.). The floodplain meanders of the Sikanni 
Chief have a mixture of giant balsam poplar (Populus 
balsamifera) and white spruce, with an understory of alder, 
willows, red-osier dogwood (Comus stolonifera) and 
horsetails (Equisetum spp.). The world record white spruce 
was recorded in this area. 
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Figure 1: Northeastern British Columbia, showing the Sikanni Chief River study area in the vicinity of Gumh and Niteal creeks. 
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Wetlands are numerous, with black spruce and tamarack 
muskegs containing understory Labrador tea (Ledum 
groenlandicum), cloudberry (Rubus chamaemoms) and deep 
Sphagnum mosses. 

Most of the ecoregion is unmodified by humans except for 
scattered impacts from the forest and oil extraction industries. 

In the Sikanni Chief area, forest harvesting is practiced on 
the floodplain meanders of the river and its main tributaries 
as well as in better drained, elevated areas where white spruce 
grows. Clearcutting is the method of logging, but aspen, 
balsam, black spruce and poplar are left as residual trees after 
the spruce is removed. These generally blow down in 
subsequent years. Site preparation and planting with white 
spruce seedlings follows logging. 

The ecoregion is traversed by hundreds of seismic lines that 
criss-cross the area from horizon to horizon oblivious to all 
landscape features. [A seismic line is a swath of cleared forest 
or other vegetation a few metres wide that allows seismic 
exploration for oil or gas.] The lines intersect each other to 
meet at anonymous junctions in the muskeg. There are no 
active oil or gas producing facilities in the immediate area. 

Transportation impacts are limited primarily to the Fort St. 
John to Fort Nelson railbed of B.C. Rail. There are logging 
roads from the Niteal Siding railhead out to the cutblocks to 
the south-east, but these are functional only after freeze-up. In 
the summer, they are too soft for wheeled traffic. 

The resident human population of the immediate area is 
zero, but the Niteal logging camp has a winter complement of 
loggers, and Kenai Camp (now removed) was used for 
silvicultural crews in MayIJune. The only other visible sign of 
human habitation on the landscape is a trappers' cabin on a 
bend of the Sikanni Chief River just north of the Sikanni- 
Gutah confluence. 

This area is notorious for insects. While no particular 
problems are experienced on many days, early mornings and 
evenings can bring clouds of mosquitoes and "no-see-um" 
flies, as can overcast, humid days, particularly after rain. They 
were especially troublesome in 1997. Horseflies and deerflies 
are also present. Repellent and "bug hats" are sometimes 
necessary for even a modicum of sanity. 

The Taiga Plains Ecoprovince is the centre of abundance in 
B.C. of breeding Lesser Yellowlegsl and Solitary Sandpipers. 
It is the only area in B.C. in which Bay-breasted Warblers are 
known to breed. Other notable bird species include Cape 
May, Black-and-white and Canada warblers, Rose-breasted 
Grosbeaks and Le Conte's Sparrows. 

Flights over this region reveal the extensive and dynamic 
impact of Beavers (Castor canadensis). Their dams and 
ponds are abundant, with widespread modification. Moose 
kllces alces) are abundant, with Black Bear (Ursus 
americanus), Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) and Canada Lynx 
(Lynx canadensis) the common carnivores. Black Bears are 
abundant and more aggressive towards humans than coastal 
bears. A treeplanter was killed in the general area in the 
1980s. We had an extremely dangerous confrontation with 
one in 1992 and a dog accompanying a treeplanter was 
mauled in 1994. Carrying bear spray is a recommended 
procedure for dealing with emergency situations. Wolves in 
this area also have a reputation among the loggers for 
aggressiveness, but a huge, lone white wolf passed within a 
few metres of me on the floodplain of the Sikanni Chief 
River in June 1992 without incident. 

PREVIOUS ORNITHOLOGICAL WORK 

Although general breeding ranges for north-eastern British 
Columbia are mapped in Godfrey (1986), these are based 
largely on "distributional probability" as so few records are 
available for the area. Extensive portions of this remote area 
of the province remain unexplored ornithologically. 

Erskine and Davidson's 1976 paper summarizes knowledge 
of birds in the Fort Nelson lowlands, based on observations 
of birds in the Fort Nelson area and along the Alaska 
Highway corridor. Fort Nelson is approximately 110 km. 
northwest of the confluence of the Sikanni Chief River and 
Gutah Creek. The Alaska Highway corridor is 75 km. due 
west. Previous observations along the British Columbia 
portion of the Alaska Highway were published by Rand 
(1944) for the whole corridor and Griffiths (1973) for 
Summit Lake Pass. In JuneIJuly 1982 Campbell and McNall 
visited Kotcho Lake, the largest water body in north-eastern 
B.C., 120 km. due north of the study area for about one 
month (Campbell and McNall 1982). Publication of recent 
work by consultants and government researchers will expand 
our knowledge of the avifauna of the area. Phinney's (1998) 
publication of bird observations in the Dawson Creek area, 
south of the area covered in the present paper, provides a 
recent example. 

The only previous ornithological penetration of the actual 
Sikanni Chief River known to me was by M. Y. Williams in 
1922. He travelled overland from Fort St. John to the Sikanni 
Chief River and thence by canoe to Fort Nelson. 

He left Fort St. John on 16 May, reaching the Sikanni Chief 
River on 31 May (Williams 1933a,b), the same time of year 
as reported in the present study. 

Scientific names for bird species are given in the annotated 
I. . 
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CHRONOLOGY AM) METHODS 

Fieldwork was conducted for a total of 104 days during the 
following periods. Each location indicated was the main base 
of operations during its corresponding period. 

31 May - 13 June 1992 (Niteal Siding) 
26 May - 10 June 1993 (Kenai Camp) 
25 May - 16 June 1994 (Kenai Camp) 
20 May - 10 June 1995 (Kenai Camp) 
28 May - 12 June 1996 (Niteal Siding) 
31 May - 12 June 1997 (Niteal Siding) 

Niteal Siding is a logging camp and siding on the B.C. Rail 
line. In 1992, 1996 and 1997 my work required daily 
helicopter flights to a series of cutblocks south and west of 
there. In the evenings after work and on days off, I was able 
to reach a surprising number of habitats within 2 km. of the 
camp, by walking north or south along the railbed. Habitats 
include man-made and Beaver ponds, swamps, muskeg, river 
riparian, climax white spruce forest, aspen stands, and a 
grassy airstrip. 

Kenai Camp, our base in 1993, 1994 and 1995 has now 
been demolished. It was close to Kenai Creek, a tributary of 
Gutah Creek. We travelled daily to cutblocks to the east, by 
all-terrain vehicle in 1993, and by helicopter in 1994 and 
1995. My evening and day off walks were east and west along 
a logging road which provided access to mixed spruce-aspen 
woods, clearcuts, two productive Beaver ponds, and muskeg. 

My modus operandi on work days was to record birds only 
with the naked eye or by hearing their vocalizations, as the 
use of binoculars was impractical in my work environment. 
However, on frequent evening walks and on longer rambles 
on days off, I used binoculars in conventional fashion. 

ANNOTATED SPECIES LIST 

COMMON LOON (Gavia immer) -Observed only twice: 30 
May 1993 in flight and 15 June 1994 on a large, shallow 
muskeg pond. Common Loons are known breeders in the 
Taiga Plains of north-eastem B.C. 

PIED-BILLED GREBE (Podilymbus podiceps) -One was 
seen on the oxbow of the Sikanni Chief River at Gutah Creek 
on 4 June 1993. This species was not recorded in the Fort 
Nelson lowlands by Erskine and Davidson (1976), but is 
reported to breed there locally by Campbell et al. (1990a). 

HORNED GREBE (Podiceps auntas) -Two were seen on a 
shallow dug-out near Niteal Camp on 2 June 1992. The 
species is a known breeder in the Fort Nelson area. 

RED-NECKED GREBE (Podiceps grisegena) -Recorded in 
only one of six years. In 1995, two were seen, the first on 25 
May on a large shallow muskeg pond with other migrant 

waterbirds. The second was on the oxbow of the Sikanni 
Chief River at Gutah Creek on 10 June. The species is a 
known breeder in this comer of B.C. 

CANADA GOOSE (Branta canadensis) -Pairs and small 
flocks were observed in all years. They frequent all manner 
of watery habitats from oxbows and ponds, to the flowing 
water of Gutah Creek, and wet roadside ditches. A bird was 
sitting on a nest at a Beaver pond on 1 June 1996. The largest 
flock seen was 15 on 1 June 1996. 

TRUMPETER SWAN (Cynas buccinator) -A single pair 
resides each summer on the major oxbow of the Sikanni 
Chief River at Gutah Creek. Breeding is suspected, but has 
not been confirmed. Trumpeter Swans are known breeders in 
north-eastern B.C. (Campbell et al. 1990a). 

WOOD DUCK (Ak sponsa) -The most unexpected species 
recorded in this study. On 10 June 1995, a male was seen on 
the shallow oxbow of the Sikanni Chief River at Gutah 
Creek. Campbell et al. (1990a) indicate only a single 
previous report of the species anywhere north of Quesnel 
(latitude 53' N).That previous record was of a male at Fort St. 
John on 14 and 25 June 1984. The present report at latitude 
58" N, is a full 5" of latitude (or 550 km.) north of Quesnel. 
The shallow, stagnant waters and emergent cattails (Typha 
sp.) of this oxbow seemed perfect habitat for Wood Duck, so 
the species possibly frequents this remote area in summer. 

AMERICAN WIGEON (Anas americana) -Recorded in five 
of six years, usually as a single pair, but with a maximum 
flock of six. The species frequents all kinds of shallow water, 
oxbows, Beaver ponds and muskeg ponds. 

MALLARD (Ana~~latyrhynchos) -Common. Pairs frequent 
shallow waters of lakes, Beaver ponds and oxbows. A brood 
was seen on 2 June 1994 at a Beaver pond and a female with 
seven downy young on 5 June 1996. 

BLUE-WINGED TEAL (Anas discors) -Recorded in only 
two of six years, but seen at three separate locations in 1995, 
notably at a Beaver pond in the vicinity of Kenai Camp. It 
was also seen on the oxbow of the Sikanni Chief River at 
Gutah Creek. The maximum number of birds seen together 
was two, and all records were of males. 

NORTHERN SHOVELER (Anas clypeata) -Recorded only 
twice, both times at the same Beaver pond east of Kenai 
Camp -a pair on 1 June 1993 and another pair on 27 May 
1994. The species is a known breeder in the area. 

GREEN-WINGED TEAL (Anas crecca) -common on 
shallow water, particularly Beaver ponds. On 12 June 1994, 
a female with a day-old brood was disturbed at a boggy spot 
not close to any open water, as has been reported for other 
nests in B.C. (Campbell et al. 1990a). 
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RING-NECKED DUCK Olythya collaris) -One of the 
commonest ducks of the area, often seen as a bonded pair. 
The largest flock seen consisted of seven males and five 
females on 5 June 1995. Usually seen on Beaver ponds, but 
also on oxbows and muskeg ponds. 

GREATER SCAUP Olythya marila) -This species (e.g. Table 
1) was more regular than Lesser Scaup, despite not being 
listed by Erskine and Davidson (1976) for the Fort Nelson 
lowlands, and Campbell et al. (1990a) indicating virtually no 
records for north-eastern B.C. Of seven individual records of 
Greater and Lesser scaup, six have been from the same 
Beaver pond at the eastern end of the ~ e n a i  Camp airstrip. 
Four of five records of Greater Scaup were of pairs, with the 
highest total being four males plus females. All Greater Scaup 
were presumably migrants, as the breeding grounds are north 
of 60" in the North-west Territories. The species has not been 
recorded breeding in B.C. 

TABLE 1 

DETAIL OF TWO RECORDS OF GREATER SCAUP 
IN THE SIKANNI CHIEF STUDY AREA 1992-1997 

DATE NUMBER SEEN SEX(ES) COMMENTS 

2 June 1993 4 
5 June 1994 2 

2 pair 
1 pair with 3 male 

and 
1 female Lesser 

LESSER SCAUP (Aythya affinis) -I had only two records of 
Lesser Scaup, a mixed flock of 12 on 28 May 1993, and three 
males with a female on 5 June 1994. On this latter date, both 
species of scaup shared the same Beaver pond, along with 
other ducks. 

SURF SCOTER (Melanitta perspicillata) -Recorded only 
twice: a single male on a Beaver pond on 27 May 1993, and 
two pairs among a variety of other migrant ducks on a large 
muskeg pond on 5 June 1994. The species breeds in the area 
(Campbell et al. 1990a). 

WHITE-WINGED SCOTER (Melanitta fusca) -One record 
on 25 May 1995 of six birds, both males and females, on a 
large shallow muskeg pond with other migrant ducks. 

BUFFLEHEAD (Bucephala albeola) -Widespread on all 
ponded waters of the area. Since bonded pairs are seen 
frequently, breeding is presumed. 

GOLDENEYE SPECIES? (Bucephala sp.) -Female 
goldeneyes of indeterminate species are one of the 
commonest ducks of the area during late May and early June. 

They are recorded in a range of water habitats from oxbows, 
Beaver ponds, muskeg ponds and human-made dug-outs to 
the flowing water of Gutah Creek. On 10 June 1995, a female 
goldeneye with a brood of ten young was noted on the 
oxbow of the Sikanni Chief River at Gutah Creek. 

COMMON GOLDENEYE (Bucephala clangula) -Only one 
male Common Goldeneye was recorded, on 25 May 1995. 
This bird was with a flock of migrant ducks (including 
Barrow's Goldeneye) on a large muskeg pond east of Kenai 
Camp. 

BARROW'S GOLDENEYE (Bucephala klandica) -I had two 
records of males of this species, a single on a dug-out on 10 
June 1992, and a flock of six males plus females on a large 
muskeg pond on 25 May 1995. 

HOODED MERGANSER (Lophodytes cucullatus) -One 
female was seen on a pond-like section of Kenai Creek on 6 
June 1993. Erskine and Davidson (1976) did not list this 
species for the Fort Nelson lowlands and Campbell et al. 
(1990a) indicate only three records for a huge area of north- 
eastern B.C. The species is obviously very rare in the Taiga 
Plains. 

COMMON MERGANSER (Mergus merganser) -On 4 June 
1995, two female-plumaged birds were observed on Gutah 
Creek just above its confluence with the muddy, silt-laden 
Sikanni Chief River. At the time, Gutah Creek was relatively 
clear. Campbell et al. (1990a) indicate only a single previous 
record of Common Merganser for the entire Taiga Plains 
Ecoprovince (this record just north of the present study area). 
The suggested status of the species for the area is casual. 

In general terms, the heavy silt loads of all water bodies 
in the area are not conducive to such species as Common 
Merganser, Osprey and Belted Kingfisher, which require 
clear waters for feeding. 

OSPREY (Pandion haliaetus) -A single record on 10 June 
1994 of one circling over the muddy waters of Gutah Creek. 
Erskine and Davidson (1976) did not report any Osprey 
records for the Fort Nelson lowlands and Campbell et al. 
(1990b) indicate only a single record for the entire Taiga 
Plains Ecoprovince. The suggested status for this species in 
the area is casual. See also comments under Common 
Merganser. 

NORTHERN HARRIER (Circus cyaneus) -No records in 
1992,1993 or 1996, but three in each of 1994 and 1995 and 
a single observation in 1997. All sightings were of adult 
males, and were hunting over clearcuts, except the bird in 
1997, which was over muskeg. Newly created logging 
clearcuts appear to provide favourable hunting habitat for this 
species. 
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SHARP-SHINNED HAWK (,4ccipiterstriatus) -Either one or 
two birds were observed in all six years, including a pair in 
courtship display on 4 June 1994. All wereover riparian areas 
of the Sikanni Chief River except for one hunting low over a 
fresh clearcut on 6 June 1997. I did not record it over muskeg 
habitat. Williams (1933b) saw one along the Sikanni Chief 
River on 10 June 1922 and another on 12 June. 

RED-TAILED HAWK (Buteo jamaicensis) -Recorded in all 
years except 199'7, and appears to be of regular occurrence in 
riparian areas of the Sikanni Chief River. As with Sharp- 
shinned Hawk, it was not seen over muskeg. Nests were 
observed in both 1993 and 1994. 

The 1993 nest was in a stand of huge balsam poplar on a 
flood-plain meander of the Sikanni Chief River. The 1994 
nest was in a balsam poplar on a steep riverbank of Gutah 
Creek. On 10 June 1996, two Red-tails were soaring over 
Niteal Camp, one a light phase, the other a dark phase. 
Williams (1933b) found them to be common along the 
Sikanni Chief River in 1922 and collected one there on 10 
June. 

AMERICAN KESTREL (Falco sparverius) -Kestrels are 
quite common in the area. They are seen almost exclusively 
in clearcuts, where they use open areas with perching snags. 
They have also been noted around the grassy airstrip at Niteal 
Camp. 

RUFFED GROUSE (Bonasa umbellus) -The drumming of 
Ruffed Grouse was heard frequently, usually emanating from 
mixed spruce-aspen stands. A single sighting was from a 
black spruce muskeg. On 4 June 1992, a nest containing 16 
eggs was discovered in an aspen stand 5 m. from the edge of 
a clearcut. Campbell etal. (1990b) indicate that this would be 
the largest clutch for this species ever recorded in B.C. There 
is one previous record of 15 eggs, another of 14. Williams 
(1933b) collected a male along the Sikanni Chief River on 3 
June 1922. 

SPRUCE GROUSE (Falcipennis canadensis) -A single 
record of one seen ,in a small island of larger spruce 
surrounded by muskeg on 10 June 1994 in the vicinity of 
Kenai Camp. Campbell et al. (1990b) indicate very few 
records of this species for the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince, east 
of the Fort Nelson River. 

SORA (Porzana carolina) -Soras were widespread and 
detected regularly in suitable habitat, which includes Beaver 
ponds, muskeg ponds and willow swamps, usually with some 
emergent vegetation. 

SANDHILL CRANE (Grus canadensis) -A pair was observed 
on 5 June 1992 and on 3 June 1997 on the grassy landing strip 
at Niteal Camp. A lone bird was reported to me by a crew 
member on 23 May 1995. The species is a known breeder in 

the Fort Nelson lowlands (Campbell et al. 1990b). 

KILLDEER (Charadrius vocifem) -This species is a 
common breeder in the area. Campbell et al. (1990b) state 
that "clearing of forested land has increased the amount of 
breeding habitat available in some areas." This is certainly the 
caseon the Sikanni Chief River, where Killdeer have adopted 
"landings" within the clearcuts as a specialized breeding 
habitat. These landings are spots to which logs are hauled and 
decked before transportation. They are covered in bark chips 
ideal for Killdeer nesting substrate (e.g. four eggs on 30 May 
1993). Landings frequently have wet spots which Killdeer 
use for feeding, often in association with Solitary Sandpipers, 
Lesser Yellowlegs and other shorebird species. 

On 31 May 1993, on such a landing, a nesting Killdeer first 
performed the usual "broken wing" distraction display on my 
approach, then screeched deafeningly and non-stop, and 
finally flew at me in an attack mode. Killdeer occasionally 
attack humans by running at them in aggressive displays 
normally used towards conspecifics (Bent 1929; Bunni 1959), 
but a check of the literature by M. K. McNicholl (personal 
communication 5 November 1996) found no mention of 
Killdeer flying at humans. However, R. Wayne Campbell 
(personal communication 1 January 1998) commented that 
the behaviour is "well known" to oologists, especially in the 
day or two before hatching when peeping is audible within 
the egg. 

GREATER YELLOWLEGS (Tringa melanoleuca) -This 
species was recorded in all years. Most records are from 
clearcuts, with one feeding on the muddy margin of a Beaver 
pond. The species breeds in the clearcuts and typically, when 
a treeplanter approaches too close to a nest, one of the birds 
will take flight around the clearcut and eventually alight on 
top of a tall perimeter tree, protesting the entire time in a 
greatly agitated state with a near deafening shriek. 

On 10 June 1996, the above sequence of events unfolded as 
I was walking across a 26 ha. clearcut. A bird flushed only 2 
m. away, and I quickly located and photographed a nest with 
four eggs. The nest was on the raised shoulder of a ploughed 
furrow in a swampy area of the clearcut. (Furrowing is part 
of the ground preparation prior to planting). At 58', this is 
beyond the documented northern limit of breeding (55') in 
B.C. published to date (Campbell et al. 1990b), although 
previously assumed breeding in the area was first verified by 
the finding of a nest with four eggs near the southeastern 
corner of Kotcho Lake in 1992 (R. Wayne Campbell, 
personal communication 1 January 1998). 

LESSER YELLOWLEGS (Tringaflavipes) -Fairly common 
breeder within clearcuts. A nest on 1 June 1994 containing 
four eggs consisted of dry wood chips situated on a low 
mound with boggy areas close by. The 1 June date is tied 
with a Kotcho Lake record (R. Wayne Campbell personal 
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communication 1 January 1998) as the earliest documented 
clutches in B.C. The previous earliest known date was 4 June 
(Campbell et al. 1990b). 

SOLITARY SANDPIPER (Tringa solitaria) -Common. The 
most abundant shorebird species in the area. It frequents all 
wet habitats with still water, such as Beaver ponds, ditches 
and boggy spots on roads and logging landings. 

SPO'ITED SANDPIPER (Actitis macularia) -Common, but 
more attracted to moving water than Solitary Sandpipers. 
They frequent muddy margins of rivers, creeks, Beaver 
ponds, ditches and many other wet areas. 

SEMlPALMATED SANDPIPER (Calidris pusillus) -On 1 
June 1997, a bird in basic plumage fed at a large wet spot in 
the log yard at Niteal Camp. This is my only record of this 
species or any of the smaller "peeps." Semipalmated 
Sandpipers are common spring migrants in late May through 
the Peace River checklist area (Siddle 1984). 

WHITE-RUMPED SANDPIPER (Calidrisfuscicollis) -On 2 
June 1993, two birds fed for a few hours at a wet spot on a 
logging landing within a clearcut at the eastern end of the 
Kenai Creek airstrip. White-rumped Sandpiper is almost 
unrecorded in British Columbia outside of the immediate area 
of Fort St. John, where it occurs regularly in small numbers 
within the 16 May-16 June period each spring. The present 
study area is almost due north of Fort St. John, en route to the 
Arctic breeding grounds of the species and the date is 
consistent with those records. 

Although this is the first published record for the Taiga 
Plains Ecoprovince, there are three other recent spring 
observations (28 May, 6 June and 12 June) there (R. Wayne 
Campbell personal communication 1 January 1998). It 
presumably must fly over the area every spring. 

PECTORAL SANDPIPER (Calidris melanotos) -My only 
record of this species was of two birds at the muddy margin 
of a dug-out at Niteal Camp on 10 June 1992. This is a 
common migrant in the Peace Lowlands (Siddle 1984; 
Campbell et al. 1990b), although it was unrecorded by 
Erskine and Davidson (1976) in the Fort Nelson Lowlands. 
As with the previous species, Pectoral Sandpipers presumably 
overfly the study area and the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince en 
route to their Arctic breeding grounds. The date of 10 June is 
at the late end of the spring migration window. 

BUFF-BREASTED SANDPIPER (Tryngites subrujicollis) - 
On 29 May 1994, a Buff-breasted Sandpiper foraged for a 
whole afternoon on a logging landing that was becoming 
grown-in with horsetail. The bird allowed close approach. 
This species is "extremely rare in spring ... in British 
Columbia" (Campbell et al. 1990b:204), but three of the 
previous five spring records for the province are from Fort St. 

John in late May (Campbell et al. 1990b). 

COMMON SNIPE (Gallinago gallinago) -Common. The 
winnowing of this species over wet clearcuts is one of the 
archetypal sounds of the area. It favours boggy areas of 
clearcuts for feeding. 

FRANKLIN'S GULL (Larus pkixcan) -There were four 
records of this species. On all occasions, the flock was high 
in the sky. Dates were 12 June 1992 (ten birds), 28 May 
1993,29 May 1993 (20 birds), and 10 June 1993. Erskine and 
Davidson (1976) did not report this species in the Fort Nelson 
Lowlands, but it became common in the Peace River 
Lowlands in the 1980s and also occurs to the north at Kotcho 
Lake (Campbell et al. 1990b). The Sikanni Chief area is 
midway between these two locations. 

GULL SPECIES? (Larus sp.) -In 1992 and 1993, there were 
single records of overflying gulls with black primaries. In 
1994, a co-worker reported two gulls on the ground in a 
clearcut. These gulls could have been any of Mew ( L a m  
canus), Ring-billed (L. delawarensis), California or Herring 
gulls. 

CALIFORNIA GULL ( L a w  californicus) -The only positive 
record was from 3 June 1997, when the carcass of an adult 
California Gull was found on a road within a clearcut. Siddle 
(1984) lists the species as an uncommon migrant in the Peace 
River area. Erskine and Davidson (1976) did not record it, 
and Campbell et al. (1990b) did not show any records from 
north of Fort St. John. Consequently, the present record 
extends the published range of the species in B.C. into the 
southern Taiga Plains Ecoprovince, an extension further 
supported by three recent records from the Fort Nelson dump 
and one from Kotcho Lake (R. Wayne Campbell personal 
communication 1 January 1998). 

HERRING GULL ( L a w  argentatus) -A single record on 4 
June 1996, when two birds flew overhead. The species is 
reported breeding at Kotcho Lake, 100 km. north of the 
Sikanni Chief River (Campbell et al. 1990b). 

BLACK TERN (Chlidonias niger) -A flock of eight birds 
overhead on 30 May 1993 was the only record. The species 
breeds in north-eastern B.C. (Campbell et al. 1990b), 

OWLS -In six years of observation, from 1992 to 1997, owls 
were recorded only in 1995. In that year, four species were 
seen (see following species accounts). The Northern Hawk 
Owls were apparently responding to a rodent population 
explosion in the clearcuts, but whether or not the other three 
species were reacting to this phenomenon in 1995 is 
unknown. 

GREATHORNED OWL (Bubo virginianus) -A family group 
of three birds seen in a regenerating burned muskeg on 10 
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June 1995 was the only record. The species is a known 
breeder in north-eastem B.C. 

NORTHERN HAWK OWL (Surnia ulula) -In 1995, three 
separate nesting pairs of this species were observed. All three 
nests were in the broken-off tops of birch trees, two in 
clearcuts where the birch remained after logging, and the third 
in a dead tree at the edge of a Beaver pond. Godfrey 
(1986:312) gives a nest site as "the hollow top of a dead tree 
stub" and Campbell et al. (1990b:364) quote one previous 
nest in B.C. as "the top of a broken off tree trunk." 

Campbell et al. (1990b3364) state "16 breeding records, 
only 3 representing actual nests, the others are of flightless 
young." Also, "nests containing eggs have not been found in 
B.C." 

In light of the above, it was truly remarkable that three nests 
were located in the space of five days, all within a few 
kilometres of each other. On 30 May 1995, one hawk owl was 
seen to pass a rodent to another. The receiving bird then flew 
to the nest. I do not know whether the bird was on eggs or had 
young at the time. 

A second nest was found on 3 June about 30 m. from the 
edge of a clearcut in the top of a broken-off birch, about 5 m. 
above ground. Young were in the nest. As a tree planter 
worked around the nest tree, one of the pair of birds watched 
the nest from a nearby tree, while the other, in a display of 
hyper-aggression, flew into the face of the planter, who was 
actually fluffed with its feathers. 

The third nest, also on 3 June, was attended by both birds 
and was also in the top of a broken birch, about 6 m. above 
ground and in the centre of a large clearcut. It is not known 
whether eggs or young were present. 

1995 was a unique year in that rodent density was 
astonishingly high. The freshly logged clearcuts were teeming 
with rodents, which were constantly seen scurrying through 
the slash. Presumably this explains the presence of hawk owls 
in 1995, and their absence in other years. 

BARRED OWL (Strk varia) -A single record, on 6 June 
1995, when a bird was seen three times at dusk flying across 
a road in the valley of Kenai Creek. The riparian habitat there 
is old growth spruce on one side and aspen on the other. 
Based on data in Erskine and Davidson (1976) and Campbell 
et al. (1990b), its suggested status in the area is rare 
(resident?). 

GREAT GRAY OWL (Strix nebulosa) -A bird was 
discovered hunting along the grassy meadows of Kenai Creek 
on 30 May 1995. Hooting was heard soon after in an adjacent 
aspen stand, and by following this to the source, I discovered 
a nest in the crotch of an aspen, about 15 m. above ground. 

After a few minutes, a second owl flew in with a large rodent, 
the bird on the nest flew out to a nearby branch, and the 
rodent was exchanged. Thereafter, one of the birds was seen 
daily perching on a kilometre marker beside a road in a 
clearcut adjacent to the nest site. A co-worker reported a 
"large" owl, presumed to be this species, in another clearcut 
on 2 June 1995. 

COMMON NIGHTHAWK (Chordeiles minor) -The 
"booming" of nighthawks is one of the typical sounds of the 
area and is heard throughout the day. Tree planters frequently 
disturb day-roosting nighthawks in the clearcuts. First records 
for six years were 31 May, 31 May, 29 May, 4 June, 28 May 
and 31 May. These dates indicate spring arrival of the species 
on the Sikanni Chief River. 

BELTED KINGFISHER (Ceryle alcyon) -Kingfishers were 
recorded in three of six years, with a total of five records in 
those six years. They were seen at oxbows (twice), Gutah 
Creek (twice, though this was probably the same bird), and at 
a Beaver pond (once). Williams (1933b) reported hearing 
kingfishers along the Sikanni Chief River on 1 and 2 June 
1922. The species is regular, but uncommon in the Fort 
Nelson Lowlands and must contend with the less than ideal 
silty waters of this region (Erskine and Davidson 1976). 

YELLOW-BELLIED SAPSUCKER (Sphyrapicus varius) - 
This species is common and found in all treed habitats. It 
frequents deciduous trees, especially aspen, but was noted in 
black spruce muskegs also. They commonly excavate nest 
holes in the residual standing aspen of clearcuts and one was 
seen attending such a hole on 28 May 1995. 

HAIRY WOODPECKER (Picoides villosus) -This species is 
quite common in mixed spruce-aspen forest, but is seen 
frequently in clearcuts, where it utilizes the residual standing 
aspen for nesting. A Hairy Woodpecker was feeding nestlings 
in an aspen in a clearcut on 2 June 1995, and another was at 
a nest hole in identical habitat on 6 June 1996. 

THREE-TOED WOODPECKER (Picoides tridacglus) - 
Recorded on three occasions in two of six years. It was not 
recorded for three consecutive years 1995-1997, suggesting 
that this is a very uncommon bird in the area, despite this 
being the boreal heartland of the species' range. All records 
were associated with spruce, whether dead, dying or alive. 

BLACK-BACKED WOODPECKER Picoides arcticus) - 
Recorded on five occasions in three of six years. Its affinity 
for dead spruce trees was exemplified by the two 1993 
records, both of birds foraging on decks of discarded logs, 
although the other records related to live spruce. 

NORTHERN FLICKER (Colaptes auratus) -A common 
species in open and deciduous habitat, such as aspen 
parkland, riparian balsam poplar and clearcuts with residual 
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deciduous stems. All records were of the Yellow-shafted race, 
C. a. auratus. A bird was seen at a nest hole in a balsam 
poplar on a floodplain meander of the Sikanni Chief River on 
4 June 1993, and another was at a nest hole in a residual birch 
in a clearcut on 7 June 1995. 

PILEATED WOODPECKER (Dryocopuspileatus) -Contrary 
to the distributional data in Campbell et al. (1990b), who 
indicate few records from north-eastern B.C., and describe its 
status as very rare, this is a regular species in the vicinity of 
riparian zones, where huge balsam poplars grow on 
floodplain meanders of the river and Gutah Creek, where four 
separate birds were noticed in 1994 alone.' Williams (1933b) 
also believed that they were fairly common along the Sikanni 
Chief River. 

OLIVE-SIDED FLYCATCHER (Contopus cooperi) -This 
species is uncommon in open habitat with perch trees. It is 
often seen in clearcuts, but also in flooded areas with snags, 
such as Beaver ponds. Williams (1933b) heard them 
commonly in the vicinity of the Sikanni Chief area. 

WESTERN WOOD-PEWEE (Contopussordidulus) -Pewees 
are common in the canopy of aspen and mixed spruce-aspen 
forest, and also inhabit wet areas with standing dead trees. 

YELLOW-BELLIED FLYCATCHER (Empidonax 
flaviventris) -There were three records in six years of this 
poorly-known B.C. species. On 5 June 1992, a bird sang from 
a flooded alder-willow swamp. On 10 June 1994, I found a 
bird in a black spruce muskeg in the vicinity of Kenai Camp. 
I was initially alerted to the bird by its instantly recognizable 
"leisurely chelek" song (Siddle 1987), and for almost two 
hours I followed the bird as it moved from tree top to tree top. 
It spent a few minutes on top of each 5-6 m. tall spruce 
singing loudly, and all evidence pointed to territorial display. 
The habitat was black spruce muskeg with deep Sphagnum 
and Labrador tea. The third record was on 2 June 1996, when 
a bird sang from a black spruce-tamarack muskeg with a 
deciduous understory. 

Campbell et al. (1997:35) state that while little is known of 
the distribution and abundance of this species in B.C., "it 
appears to be concentrated in the Fort Nelson Lowland." They 
add that the forests in this region are now being logged, and 
this may be reason for concern for the species. In fact, the 
three records documented above were all from non- 
commercial forest types and therefore not threatened by 
harvesting. Campbell et al. (1997) indicate that the earliest 
date for Yellow-bellied Flycatcher in B.C. is 7 June, whereas 
two of the three Sikanni Chief River records precede this date, 
with the earliest being 2 June. 

ALDER FLYCATCHER (Empidonax alnorum) -A common 
species, frequenting alders and willows in wet areas, riparian 

situations and clearcuts. It frequently utilizes dead shrubbery 
in drowned areas. 

LEAST FLYCATCHER (Empidonax minimus) -A common 
species in aspen or mixed spruce-aspen forests. Williams 
(1993b) heard it commonly along the Sikanni Chief River in 
1922. 

HAMMOND'S FLYCATCHER (Empidonax hammondii) - 
The record of this species in the area is enigmatic. It was not 
recorded in 1992 or 1993, but was quite common in 1994- 
1996 and then not recorded again in 1997. The species was 
recorded commonly in 1994 and 1995 in specific areas that 
were birded intensively in 1993 without producing any 
Hammond's Flycatchers. 

None of Erskine and Davidson (1976), Siddle (1984) or 
Godfrey (1986) indicate that this species occurs in the 
lowlands of north-eastern B.C. However, Campbell et al. 
(1997) indicate a breeding record for Fort Nelson on 9 July 
1986 (the only breeding record east of the Rocky Mountains 
in British Columbia) and three birds at Kledo Creek north of 
Fort Nelson on 29 June 1987. 

In total, there were 17 records of different birds in 1994- 
1996 (nine records in 1994, six in 1995, three in 1996). 
placing it on a similar abundance level to that of Alder 
Flycatcher. All birds were identified on the basis of their 
vocalizations. First detections were on 29 May 1994.23 May 
1995 and 29 May 1996. 

In the study area, Hammond's Flycatcher is associated with 
climax white spruce, whether in pure stands on the steep 
banks of the Sikanni Chief River and its tributaries, Gutah 
and Kenai creeks, or in mixed spruce-aspen forest. It forages 
in the canopy or just below. 

These records constitute a significant expansion of the 
known range of this species eastward into the Taiga Plains 
Ecoprovince. Whether this is a range shift, or merely the 
product of observer coverage is unknown. 

EASTERN PHOEBE (Sayornisphoebe) -The species is fairly 
common in specific and localized habitat. There are only 
three buildings in the entire area covered by this study, and 
pairs of Eastern Phoebes were noted at each of them. There 
was an active nest under the eaves of the logging camp at 
Kenai Creek on 27 May 1995. Apart from this attraction to 
buildings, Eastern Phoebes were also noted in the riparian 
alder of water courses. On 24 May 1995 an Eastern Phoebe 
and a Say's Phoebe were noted together on a wet landing in 
a clearcut. Williams (1933b)' reported Eastern Phoebe as 
common along the Sikanni Chief River on 7 June 1922. 
Recently (June 1995), Eastern Phoebe were found on the La 
Biche River, extending the known north-westerly range of the 
species into extreme south-eastern Yukon (Eckert 1995). 



Page 12 British Columbia Birds Volume 8,1998 

SAY'S PHOEBE (Sayornis saya) -A single record on 24 May 
1995, when a bird perched on a willow bush in a large 
clearcut just a few metres from an Eastern Phoebe. Erskine 
and Davidson (1976) recorded the species as a spring migrant 
in Fort Nelson. 

EASTERN KINGBIRD (Tyrannus ~ rannus )  -A single 
record, on 3 June 1992 in a swampy clearcut with snags 
suitable for perching. Campbell et al. (1997) report several 
nest records in the vicinity of Fort Nelson. 

BLUE-HEADED VIREO (Vireo solitarius) -Recorded in four 
of six years with an earliest date of 26 May in 1995. It is a 
regular, but uncommon species in forests with a high spruce 
component. All sightings have been in spruce trees. Campbell 
et al. (1997) indicate that Blue-headed Vireo is distributed 
sparsely and rare in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. 

WARBLING VIREO (Vireogilvus) -An abundant songster in 
aspen dominated forests. 

PHILADELPHIA VIREO (Vireo philadelphicus) -An 
uncommon species, but regular in its preferred habitat, which 
includes dense stands of sapling aspen and balsam poplar, and 
also mature aspen forest. I encountered three birds in 1996 
and four in 1997. Campbell et al. (1997) considered the 
species rare in the Taiga Plains, where there is an absolute 
paucity of records, but they speculated that the species may 
be regular in the major river valleys, and in "scattered pockets 
of deciduous forest" (Campbell et al. 1997522). Their 
speculation appears to be justified, on both counts, for the 
Sikanni Chief River. In 1995, the north-western range of the 
species was extended to the La Biche River in extreme south- 
eastern Yukon (Eckert 1995). 

RED-EYED VIREO (Vireo olivaceus) -Fairly common, and 
heard regularly where deciduous trees are present. Most 
records were from aspen stands on the uplands and balsam 
poplar in riparian areas. Williams (193313) heard the species 
commonly along the Sikanni Chief area in 1922. 

GRAY JAY (Perisoreus canadensis) -Gray Jays are fairly 
common in all forest habitats with a coniferous component. 
Williams (193313) reported seeing juveniles along the Sikanni 
Chief River on 5 and 11 June 1922. Family groups with adults 
and juveniles are seen frequently (e.g., 1 June 1995). 

AMERICAN CROW (Corvus brachyrhynchos) -A single 
record of an overflying bird on 1 June 1996. The species is 
obviously rare in these uninhabited boreal landscapes. Erskine 
and Davidson (1976) reported several records of single birds 
at the Fort Nelson dump, and Campbell et al. (1997) report it 
as a very rare migrant and summer visitant to the Taiga 
Plains. 

COMMON RAVEN (Corvus corax) -Ravens are uncommon, 

and show a marked preference for the main river valley and 
its tributaries. The extensive muskeg areas appear to have low 
food potential and therefore little of interest to ravens. 

TREE SWALLOW (Tachycineta bicolor) -This swallow is 
fairly common, particularly at Beaver dams and oxbows, 
where they forage over open water, and dead trees provide 
nesting and perching sites. A Tree Swallow was observed 
prospecting nesting holes in residual trees in a clearcut on 31 
May 1996. 

VIOLET-GREEN SWALLOW (Tachycineta thalassina) - 
Unrecorded until 1996, when a pair was noted on 1 June 
nesting in a cavity in a workshop at Niteal Camp. Campbell 
et al. (1997) considered the species a casual spring transient 
in the Taiga Plains, with breeding not reported. 
Consequently, this would be the first breeding record for the 
Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. On 7 June 1997, four birds were 
observed together over the log yard at Niteal Camp, and they 
were seen there again subsequently. 

BANK SWALLOW (Riparia riparia) -Only two records of 
this swallow - a flock of eight foraging over a clearcut on 11 
June 1992 and three together over an oxbow of the Sikanni 
Chief River on 10 June 1995. It is a widely scattered breeder 
in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. 

CLIFF SWALLOW (Petrochelidon pyrrhonota) -A single 
record of a flock of 20 foraging over the railway line on 2 
June 1994. Campbell et al. (1997) list the species as a locally 
very common summer visitant to the Taiga Plains. 

BARN SWALLOW (Hirundo rustica) -The breeding 
distribution of this species is now related to man-made 
structures, with 92% of all nests in, or on buildings 
(Campbell et al. 1997). Of the three sets of buildings in the 
study area, the logging camps at both Niteal and Kenai attract 
Barn Swallows in small numbers. An active nest was at Kenai 
Camp on 6 June 1994. 

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE (Poecile atricapillus) -Only 
three records (5 June 1992,30 May 1993 and 1 June 1997). 
all in riparian alder and willow. Williams (193313) saw two 
along the Sikanni Chief River on 5 and 12 June 1922. 
Campbell et al. (1997) list it as uncommon in the Taiga 
Plains. 

BOREAL CHICKADEE (Poecile hudsonicus) -An 
uncommon species in the canopy of spruce forests. Sightings 
averaged two per year, with the maximum number of birds 
being a pair. No individuals of either this species or Black- 
capped Chickadee were seen in 1994. 

RED-BREASTED NUTHATCH (Sitta canadensis) -A 
common species, heard foraging in all coniferous and mixed 
forest types, including muskeg, despite Campbell et al. 
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(1997) listing it as a very rare to uncommon migrant and 
summer visitant to the Taiga Plains. 

HOUSE WREN (Troglodytes aedon) -As elsewhere in B.C. 
(Campbell et al. 1997), the status of this species has proven 
to be erratic on the Sikanni Chief River. It was unrecorded in 
1992 and 1995 through 1997, but I had three records in 1993 
and five in 1994. 

In north-eastern B.C., House Wrens are fairly common in 
the Peace River Lowlands and locally regular in Fort Nelson, 
particularly around the urban area (Erskine and Davidson 
1976). Away from the immediate Fort Nelson area, there are 
only one or two previous records for the entire Taiga Plains 
Ecoprovince (Campbell et al. 1997). Whether this truly 
represents the absence of the species or is merely an artifact 
of lack of observer coverage is unknown. The erratic records 
in the present study do little to elucidate their status except to 
show that House Wrens were fairly common in 1993 and 
1994 (Table 2). 

Of my eight sighting, six were at the shrub level in forest 
edge habitat surrounding clearcuts. The other two records 
were on windrows of discarded logs within clearcuts. On the 
Sikanni Chief River, the House Wren has no relationship with 
human habitation, but does appear to be attracted to disturbed 
habitat within this wilderness area. 

The exquisite song of the House Wren is a wonderful 
addition to this northern wilderness. 

TABLE 2 

NUMBERS OF WRENS OBSERVED IN THE SIKANNI 
CHIEF STUDY AREA 1992-1997 

YEAR HOUSE WREN WINTER WREN 

WINTER WREN (Troglodytes troglodytes) -The status of 
Winter Wren is equally as enigmatic as that of the House 
Wren, and strangely Winter Wren was never recorded in 
those years when House Wren was detected (Table 2). 

In 1992, birds were observed on a steep, brushy slope of the 
Sikanni Chief River and on a brushy floodplain of the river. 
In 1995, all seven detections were along a 2 km. section of the 
steep, damp ravine of Kenai Creek, where none were seen in 
1993 or 1994 despite intensive coverage of the same area. In 
1996, Winter Wrens were common on the slopes of a gully of 
an unnamed creek with riparian alder and a mature spruce 
canopy. 

Campbell et al. (1997) recently upgraded the status of the 
species in the Taiga Plains from casual to scarce summer 
visitant, but no records are listed of birds from east of the 
Alaska Highway. This may be attributable to lack of observer 
coverage. 

The common habitat theme of all Winter Wren detections 
was old growth spruce forest with damp shade, running 
water, and the presence of alder shrubbery. 

GOLDEN-CROWNED KINGLET (Regulus satmpa) -A 
scarce species associated exclusively with the canopy of 
spruce forests. Despite the ubiquity of spruce, detections 
averaged only three per yearly visit (range one to six). All 
records were of either one or two individuals. There is a 
single record from muskeg habitat. 

RUBY-CROWNED KINGLET (Regulus calendula) - 
Abundant in the canopy of spruce forests, also found in 
muskeg. Williams (1933b) found it to be common along the 
Sikanni Chief River in June 1922. The song of Ruby- 
crowned Kinglet is one of the archetypal sounds of these 
boreal spruce forests. 

MOUNTAIN BLUEBIRD (Sialia currucoides) -A single 
record of a male in a fresh clearcut on 9 June 1996. The 
species is known as a regular spring transient in the Fort St. 
John and Fort Nelson areas, but is listed as a casual transient 
in the Taiga Plains by Campbell et al. (1997). 

SWAINSON'S THRUSH (Cathams ustulatus) -The evening 
chorus of this species singing from all canopied forests attest 
to its abundance in the area. This is presumably the species 
that Williams (1933b) heard commonly along the Sikanni 
Chief River and thought was either this species or Gray- 
cheeked Thrush (C. minimus), which was not encountered in 
this study. 

HERMIT THRUSH (Catharus guttatus) -This species is less 
abundant than Swainson's Thrush. It does frequent mixed 
spruce-aspen forest, but is most commonly heard singing in 
black spruce muskegs, where Swainson's does not occur. 

AMERICAN ROBIN (Turdus migratorius) -A common bird, 
encountered in a variety of habitats, including deciduous edge 
and clearcuts, where they feed in disturbed wet, muddy areas. 
Two nests were found, both placed in the rootwad of 
uprooted trees within clearcuts. These nest records were from 
31 May 1993 (one egg) and 29 May 1994 (four eggs). 

VARIED THRUSH Vxoreus naevius) -An uncommon 
species in mixed spruce-aspen forest with one record from a 
spruce muskeg. Williams (1933b) found the species common 
along the Sikanni Chief River in June 1922. 
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AMERICAN PIPIT (Anthus rubescens) -Recorded only in 
1995 -on 22, 23 and 25 May. 1995 was the only year that I 
was present before 25 May, and I presume this was the tail 
end of the spring migration period. Erskine and Davidson 
(1976) give 25 May as the latest date for spring migrants in 
Fort Nelson. 

BOHEMIAN WAXWING (Bombycilla gamlus)  -Only one 
definite record of a flock of six birds on 26 May 1995. 
Campbell et al. (1997) list the species as an uncommon 
migrant and summer visitor in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. 

CEDAR WAXWING (Bombycilla cedrorum) -The map of the 
summer range of this species has been redrawn since Godfrey 
(1986) excluded it from most of north-eastern B.C. Campbell 
et al. (1997) stated that it is a fairly common summer visitant 
to the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. It has proven to be fairly 
common in the Sikanni Chief River area, although recorded 
in only four of six years. 

Birds frequented and flew over all habitat types. Its arrival 
is late (earliest dates for four years: 5 , 6  and 8 June), but after 
the first record of the year, birds are recorded daily. 

TENNESSEE WARBLER (Vermivora peregrina) -This 
species and Ruby-crowned Kinglet are believed to be the 
most abundant species in the area, even more so than White- 
throated Sparrow. Its song emanates everywhere from mixed 
spruce-aspen forests, where it frequents the understory of 
aspen, alders and willows. It is also common in muskeg. On 
10 June 1997, during a 12 km., 6-hour hike along the 
railtracks south of Niteal Camp, there were approximately 
60 detections of this species. 

ORANGE-CROWNED WARBLER (Vermivora celata) -All 
records have been in low brushy deciduous habitat, such as 
alder-willow swamps, regenerating aspen clumps in clearcuts, 
or denser rosebushes in clearcuts. The species is recorded 
annually, but is generally uncommon. The exception was 10 
June 1997, when six detections were made during the same 
12 km., 6-hour hike mentioned under Tennessee Warbler 
(above) along the railtracks south of Niteal Camp. 

YELLOW WARBLER (Dendroica petechia) -A common 
species in deciduous, riparian habitat. 

MAGNOLIA WARBLER (Dendroica magnolia) -Fairly 
common in low deciduous edge habitat. 

CAPE MAY WARBLER (Dendroica tigrina) -This species 
is uncommon, but regular, and surprisingly, it is one of the 
more frequently detected warblers of the area. It was not 
recorded in 1994 and 1995, but there were an average of 
about four detections per year in the four other years. The 
birds inhabit the canopy of spruce trees, and the forest type 

varies from tall mature spruce in mixed forest, through 
overdense stunted stands to taller trees surrounded by 
extensive muskeg. It has been recorded in low, widely spaced 
black spruce muskeg habitat. 

Cape May Warblers arrive in the area in the first week of 
June, with the earliest date 1 June. 

This warbler has always been considered rare in B.C. The 
Sikanni Chief area is west of the breeding range mapped in 
Godfrey (1986), although he noted a single breeding record 
in extreme south-eastern Yukon. Erskine and Davidson 
(1976) listed it as "hypothetical" based on a single bird heard, 
but not seen at Mile 336, Alaska Highway, and Siddle (1984) 
listed it as a very rare to rare summer visitor to the Peace 
River checklist area. More recently, Eckert (1995) found 
Cape May Warblers at the La Biche and Beaver rivers in 
extreme south-east Yukon, and there are new records from 
the Liard area near the B.C.-Yukon border (R. W. Campbell 
personal communication 1 January 1998). The evidence from 
the present study, with that from south-east Yukon and the 
Liard area suggests that this warbler species may be more 
common and widespread in this seriously underbirded region 
than previously thought. 

YELLOW-RUMPED WARBLER (Dendroica coronata) - 
Common in spruce stands, including muskeg. All birds were 
"Myrtle" Warblers (D. c. coronata). 

BLACK-THROATED GREEN WARBLER (Dendroica 
virens) -On 5 June 1997, a single bird sang incessantly for at 
least 90 minutes from tall spruce trees surrounding a clearcut 
in the Dehacho Creek area. This is my only record. The 
species is uncommon, but regular in the Charlie Lake area 
west of Fort St. John, but I am not aware of any records north 
of there. Consequently, this record extends the range of the 
species into the southern Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. Whether 
this area is within the regular summer range of the species, or 
if this was an accidental occurrence is unknown. 

PALM WARBLER (Dendroica palmarum) -Regular, but 
widely separated and therefore uncommon, in muskeg. This 
species is a muskeg specialist, not recorded in other habitats 
on its breeding grounds. 

BAY-BREASTED WARBLER (Dendroica castanea) - 
Despite 104 days of field work and the fact that Bay-breasted 
Warbler is supposedly one of the typical species of the Taiga 
Plains Ecoprovince, this proved to be the rarest of all warbler 
species in the study area, except for Black-throated Green 
Warbler. On 7 June 1995, a male was heard and seen in the 
immediate vicinity of Kenai Camp in an aspen tree on the 
steep bank of Kenai Creek. The following day either one or 
two birds were heard singing on opposite sides of the Kenai 
airstrip within 200 m. of the 7 June sighting. 
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Godfrey (1986) mapped the entire Taiga Plains as within 
the breeding range of this species; however, Erskine and 
Davidson (1976) reported the species only from the vicinity 
of Miles 335-336 on the Alaska Highway. In June 1995, 
Eckert et al. (Eckert 1995) found the Yukon's first Bay- 
breasted Warbler on the La Biche River. Eckert (ibid) reports 
that it was one of the most common warblers there and at the 
Beaver River. 

Godfrey (1986) stated that Bay-breasted Warbler is one of 
the later spring migrants. The record here on 7 June and 
Erskine and Davidson's (1976) first report of the species on 9 
June may indicate that it is only just reaching the Sikanni 
Chief at the end of the first week in June. 

BLACKPOLL WARBLER (Dendroica striata) (Figure 2) - 
Two records: 25 May and 2 June 1995, both in black spruce- 
tamarack muskeg. As north-eastern B.C. is in the geographic 
heartland of this species' range in western North America, its 
scarcity in the Sikanni Chief River area is surprising. Erskine 
and Davidson (1976) list Blackpoll Warbler as a "spring 
migrant only" in the Fort Nelson lowlands, and Rand (1944) 
reported it only at higher elevations, possibly explaining its 
rarity here. 

Figure 2: Male Blackpoll Warbler, a species seen less frequently than 
anticipated in the Sikanni Chief River area. Drawing by Russ Tkachuk. 

BLACK-AND-WHITE WARBLER (Mniotilta varia) -An 
uncommon, but regular denizen of the understory deciduous 
stratum in moist forest. Four birds were recorded together in 
a wooded swamp on 4 June 1992. The Fort Nelson-Sikanni 
Chief area has always been assumed to be at the north- 
western extremity of the species' range, but in June 1995, 
Eckert (1995) extended the known range into south-eastern 
Yukon, where he and others found the species to be 
"relatively common" along the La Biche River. 

AMERICAN REDSTART (Setophaga ruticilla) -Redstarts 
are common in the brushy understory of mixed spruce-aspen 
forests, in sapling aspen stands, and in wooded swamps. 

OVENBIRD (Seiurus aurocapillus) -The stunningly loud 
vocalizations of this species are among the common sounds 
of the Sikanni Chief area. It prefers forest with a high aspen 

component, either regenerating or mature. Williams (1933b) 
also heard Ovenbirds commonly along the Sikanni Chief 
River in June 1922. In June 1995, Eckert el al. (Eckert 1995) 
extended the known range of the species into south-east 
Yukon at the La Biche River. 

NORTHERN WATERTHRUSH (Seiurus novebomcensis) - 
Waterthrushes are uncommon, averaging only one record per 
year. As elsewhere, they are closely associated with watery 
habitats, including Beaver ponds and wooded swamps with 
standing water. 

CONNECTICUT WARBLER (Oporomisagilis) -Only three 
records in six years. On 7 June 1993, either one or two birds 
sang all day (incessantly in the morning) in a moist, open 
spruce-aspen stand with a willow understory. On 6 June 
1994, a bird sang in a mature aspen stand and on 9 June 1997, 
one was in dense rosebush in a clearcut close to the forest 
edge. Only three records make Connecticut Warbler one of 
the rarest of the warblers in the study area. 

MOURNING WARBLER (Oporomisphiladelphia) -Erskine 
and Davidson (1976) were the first to report this warbler in 
B.C. In June 1995, Eckert et al. (Eckert 1995) extended its 
known range into south-east Yukon, where they found it to be 
"relatively common" on the La Biche River. On 17 June 
1992, the present author recorded four Mourning Warblers in 
edge habitat of a mature white spruce forest just west of Fort 
Liard, Northwest Territories, an area where the species was 
not known to occur previously. All of these records radically 
revise the range map for the species shown in Godfrey 
(1986). 

On the Sikami Chief River, Mourning Warblers are regular 
but uncommon. They have been recorded in a variety of 
habitats, including a pair in dense rosebushes, clearcuts, the 
understory of mature forest, and riparian alder. The earliest 
date was 1 June 1997. 

COMMON YELLOWTHROAT (Geothlypis trichas) -This 
species was recorded annually, but in three of six years there 
was only a single detection. Its status is uncommon. Most 
records were in riparian willows, but one was in an alder 
swale and another near cattails (Typha sp.). The willow 
shrubbery around the Beaver ponded section of Kenai Creek 
was the only reliable location. 

WILSON'S WARBLER (Wilsoniapusilla) -This species was 
represented by single detections in four of six years, with the 
earliest date being 27 May 1993. Campbell et al. (in 
preparation) consider the status of Wilson's Warbler in the 
Taiga Plains as rare. The present study indicates that it is very 
uncommon in the area of the Sikanni Chief River. 

CANADA WARBLER ( Wilsonia canadensis) -Canada 
Warbler was recorded in three of six years, with four 
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detections in 1994 alone. The species displayed a very 
specific habitat preference. It was recorded only in the 
understory shrubbery on the steep slopes of the major 
watercourses of the area, including the Sikanni Chief River 
and Gutah and Kenai creeks. Its status is uncommon. 

species appears to be averse to this boreal wilderness, with 
only two records. On 3 June 1993. a bird was in a clearcut. 
and on 29 May 1996, two birds were on the wide expanse of 
the log yard at Niteal Camp. Probably both records represent 
migrant birds. 

Canada Warbler was unrecorded in B.C. until Erskine and 
Davidson's (1976) research in 1974-1975 in the Fort Nelson 
area. In 1995, Eckert et al. (Eckert 1995) found Canada 
Warbler to be uncommon on the La Biche River in extreme 
south-eastem Yukon, and thus extended the known range of 
the species further to the north-west. Speculation that the 
species ranges throughout north-eastern B.C. on the steep 
slopes of major drainages is further supported by recent 
records north of Kotcho Lake (R. W. Campbell personal 
communication 1 January 1998). 

WESTERN TANAGER (Piranga ludoviciana) -This species 
was fairly common in the canopy of mixed spruce-aspen 
forest. 

AMERICAN TREE SPARROW (Spizella arborea) -Two 
records only, on 28 May 1993 and 29 May 1994, both in the 
vicinity of Beaver ponds. As the species is not known to 
breed in this area of B.C., these were presumed to be late 
migrants. American Tree Sparrows were not recorded in the 
Fort Nelson lowlands by Erskine and Davidson (1976), 
although Rand (1944) encountered fall migrants at two sites 
along the B.C. portion of the Alaska Highway. 

CHIPPING SPARROW (Spizella passerina) -Chipping 
Sparrows are abundant in forest edge, roadside brush and 
muskeg. A nest with four eggs was found on 4 June 1994. 

CLAY-COLORED SPARROW (Spizella pallida) -An 
uncommon species, recorded in a variety of habitats, 
including brushy clearcuts, willow-vegetated openings in 
muskeg, Beaver ponds, and the willow-vegetated areas of the 
Kenai Creek floodplain. 

VESPER SPARROW (Pooecetes gramineus) -Two records, 
one each on 30 May and 1 June 1993, both on logging 
landings. This species is listed as an uncommon summer 
visitor to the Peace River (Siddle 1984), but is not recorded 
from north-west of there by either Godfrey (1986) or Erskine 
and Davidson (1976). I also saw one in Watson Lake, Yukon 
Territory, exactly 500 km. north-west of the Sikanni Chief 
area, on 21 July 1990. This was the first Yukon record of the 
species. 

That a single observer has seen this species three times 
north-west of its previously known range in this virtually 
unbirded region might indicate that the species straggles 
throughout north-eastem B.C. east of the Rocky Mountains. 

SAVANNAH SPARROW (Passerculus sandwichensis) -The 

LE CONTE'S SPARROW (Ammodramus leconteii) -On 4 
June 1997, a bird was located singing in a wet meadow with 
1 m. high willows at the south end of the Niteal Camp 
airstrip. The habitat was typical for the species as noted 
previously farther east in the Peace lowlands. In 1995, Eckert 
et al. (Eckert 1995) found ten singing males along the airstrip 
of the La Biche River in south-east Yukon. 

FOX SPARROW (Passerella iliaca) -This species was 
unrecorded until the fifth year, but there were three records 
in 1996 and three more in 1997. On 2 June 1996. two birds 
were singing, 500 m. apart, in a drowned, mostly dead spruce 
muskeg, and on 5 June 1996 a bird sang from another 
drowned area with standing dead snags. In 1997, there were 
two records from spruce muskeg and the third was from the 
same location as one of the 2 June 1996 detections. On this 
occasion, the bird was perched atop the highest snag in the 
area, singing loudly. 

SONG SPARROW (Melospiza melodia) -There were only 
two records of Song Sparrow, one on 27 May 1995 in 
shrubbery at a Beaver pond near Kenai Creek, and one on 1 
June 1996 at a Beaver pond near Niteal Camp. This latter bird 
was seen at the same location a week later. Since Erskine and 
Davidson (1976) did not report Song Sparrows from the Fort 
Nelson area, the Sikanni Chief River is presumably on the 
extreme north-eastem edge of its range in B.C. 

LINCOLN'S SPARROW (Melospiza lincolnii) -A common 
breeding species in regenerating clearcuts, willow-lined 
roadsides and ditches, and other wet, bushy areas. A nest with 
five eggs was located in a brushy clearcut on 10 June 1994. 

SWAMP SPARROW (Melospiza georgiana) -Although 
locally common in the Fort St. John and Fort Nelson areas, 
the Sikanni Chief area is presumed to be on the western 
extremity of the species' range. It has been proven to be rare 
in the study area, with records in only two of six years. On 4 
June 1992, two separate birds were seen, one in a wet, bushy 
clearcut and one in a wooded swamp. On 30 May 1995, a 
bird was in willow shrubbery on the grassy floodplain of 
Kenai Creek. 

WHITE-THROATED SPARROW (Zonotrichia albicollis) - 
White-throated Sparrows are abundant in the brushy 
vegetation of clearcuts and in forest edge habitat. The well- 
known song of this species quickly becomes the archetypical 
sound of this northern wilderness for all who visit. Williams 
(1933b) referred to it as fairly common along the Sikanni 
Chief River in June 1922. 
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DARK-EYED JUNCO Wunco hyemalis) -Juncos are common 
in openings, muskeg and forest edge. They frequently nest in 
freshly scarified clearcuts, e.g., a nest with four eggs found on 
3 June 1996. Williams (1933b) found two nests, each with 
four eggs, along the Sikanni Chief River on 1 and 2 June 
1922. 

ROSE-BREASTED GROSBEAK (Pheucticus ludovicianus) 
(Front cover) -Fairly common in the canopy of mixed forest. 
It is often heard singing within the foliage of tall aspen and 
poplar trees. Williams (1933b) heard it commonly along the 
Sikanni Chief River. 

WHITE-WINGED CROSSBILL (Loxia leucoptern) -In 
typical crossbill fashion, this species has been erratic. It was 
not recorded in 1992, was abundant in 1993 and 1994, and 
was fairly common in the three subsequent years. In all years, 
there was a boom in numbers at the end of the first week in 
June, when flock numbers and sizes increased dramatically. 
The birds are seen and heard either in flight or in the spruce 
canopy. 

PINE SISKIN (Carduelispinus) -An abundant species in all 
six years. 
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RED-WINGED BLACKBIRD (,4gelaiusphoeniceus) -Fairly 
common in suitable habitat, such as oxbows, Beaver ponds, 
and other ponded and wet areas with cattails and bulrushes 
(Scirpus sp.). 

YELLOW-HEADED BLACKBIRD (Xanthocephalus 
xanthocephalus) -On 9 May 1995, during a preliminary visit 
to the area, a female Yellow-headed Blackbird flew on to a 
wet landing. The area is well north of the known range limit 
of the species, although it is common in the Fort St. John area 
200 km. to the south-east. The status of Yellow-headed 
Blackbird at this southern edge of the Taiga Plains is 
accidental. 

RUSTY BLACKBIRD (Euphagus carolinus) -This species 
has proven surprisingly scarce in the area, with only three 
birds in two of six years. On 13 June 1992, a male was seen 
at the oxbow of the Sikanni Chief River with its confluence 
with Gutah Creek, and on 29 May 1994, a pair were in a 
clearcut by Gutah Creek. 

COMMON GRACKLE (Quiscalus quiscula) -An uncommon 
species recorded in four of six years, with a maximum of 
three in 1995. All records were at wooded ponds, including 
oxbows, Beaver ponds and dug-outs, except for one bird 
foraging in a grass verge at the Kenai airstrip. On 4 June 
1993, two pairs of grackles were observed carrying food, 
presumably for nestlings, at the large oxbow near the Sikanni 
Chief-Gutah Creek confluence. 

BROWN-HEADED COWBIRD (Molothrus ater) -As with 
other blackbirds (except Red-wings), cowbirds were scarce in 
the area, averaging only one-two detections per year. They 
usually frequented mixed forest edge locations, but on 28 and 
29 May 1996, a flock of six birds was noted around the camp 
building and log yard at Niteal. 

PURPLE FINCH (Carpodacus purpureus) -An uncommon 
species recorded in four of six years, with a maximum in any 
one year of a single pair. On 2 June 1994, a pair were 
observed in courtship display. Purple Finches frequent mixed 
forest. 
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In 1998, I was in the vicinity of the Sikanni Chief River 
again, from 21 May to 10 June. Although I was the sole 
recorder of the birds from 1992 to 1997, I was accompanied 
by an experienced birder, Doug Brown, in 1998. Our 1998 
efforts were concentrated 20 km. farther south than in 
previous years, in the vicinity of Gutah Creek. The following 
additional species were observed in 1998. 

NORTHERN GOSHAWK (Accbiter gentilis) -One on 30 
May in riparian habitat of Gutah Creek. 

MOURNING DOVE (Zenaida macrourn) -One at the railway 
camp facility at Gutah Creek on 25 May. This is far north of 
its usual range and in the seemingly inhospitable habitat of 
the boreal forest. Campbell et al. (1990b) reported two 
previous records from the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. 

RUBY-THROATED HUMMINGBIRD Olrchilochus 
colubris) -One male at the buildings at Gutah Camp on 23 
May, when it hovered in Doug Brown's face. Phinney (1998) 
considered the species a very rare summer visitant to the 
Dawson Creek area of the Boreal Plains. It has not been 
reported in the Taiga Plains previously. 

WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW (Zonotrichia leucophrys) 
-One on 22 May, at the end of the spring movement through 
the Taiga Plains. 

EVENING GROSBEAK (Coccothraustes vespertinus) -This 
species, long expected, was finally observed on 2 June, and 
again on 4 June. Campbell et al. (in preparation) report it as 
a rare to uncommon migrant and summer visitor to the Taiga 
Plains. 

Williams, M. Y. 1933b. Biological notes, covering parts of 
the Peace, Liard, Mackenzie and Great Bear River basins. 
Canadian Field-Naturalist 47:23-3 1. 


