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This male Kirtiana's ‘Warbler was photographed near the nest in Oscada County, Michigan.
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and tangled character of the
scrub rendered any quiet and
swift pursuit impossible; thus, a
retreating bird was never seen
again that day, and a number
seen escaped in this way.”

“As with many shy birds, how-
ever, these warblers presented
strange exceptions to the usual
rule; twice at least as | was mak-
ing my way through the thickets
in search of the Greater Yellow-
throat [Bahama Yellowthroat], I
was confronted by a Kirtland’s
Warbler. In both instances the
birds appeared from out of the
thicker within a yard of my path,
and remained a few seconds,
then darted off in the scrub.”

It is notable thar Maynard's
1884 sightings, which are un-
matched in number before or
since, occurred at a time when
we suspect the species was more
numerous than at any other time
in history. Following extensive
lumbering of Michigan’s pine for-
ests, forest fires peaked in 1871
(“when an empire burned”; Pyne
1982), and we believe the nesting
habitat was at its historical maxi-
mum at about the time of May-
nard’s visit to the Bahamas.

In the early 1900s, there were
many unsuccessful searches by
competent observers. In 1949,
Josselyn Van Tyne, then the lead-
ing authority on the species, and
I'spent five weeks systematically
searching various habitats on
New Providence and Eleuthera is-
lands. In the 1960s, I searched
Grand Bahama, New Provi-
dence, and Great Abaco without
success. In March 1960,
Lawrence Walkinshaw, a leading
student of the bird in Michigan,
aware that mist nets often reveal
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birds not found by binocular-
wielding searchers, sampled the
birds at Mastic Point, Andros, in
January 1960. In 305 net-hours
he did not catch any Kirtland’s
Warblers. Similarly, John Emlen
spent many weeks surveying the
general bird populations on
Grand Bahama and Andros in
1968 and 1969 without seeing
any Kirtland’s. Likewise, Donald
Buden'’s eight years of surveving
Bahamian birds during the 19705
and 1980s—with special atten-
tion paid to the southern islands
of the group—revealed no Kirt-
land’s Warblers.

On the other hand, manv of
the modern sightings have been
fortuitous, even bizarre—on the
sand of a beach, on the porch of
a hotel, on the edge of the Nas-
sau alrport.

One of the few modern de-
tailed accounts of the bird’s be-

havior and habitar
was provided by
Bruce Radabaugh
(1974), who was mak-
ing a deliberate
search for the species
with the aid of a tape
of its song. He found
one near the east end
of Crooked Island on
11, 12, and 22 March
1973. The bird was
alone. and it foraged
over an area of about
17 acres, spending 70
percent of its time on
the ground. The site
was 900 meters from
the sea and was
sparselv vegetated
with bushes less than
one meter tall, bro-
ken by openings and scattered
small trees.

Another notable record was

ANNE AND FRANK KLUG

This male Kirtland’s Warbler was found in early May 1993

at Point Pelee, Ontario, where this species has been reported
approximately seven times. Males vary considerably in the intensity
of yellow and the prominence of spots on the underparts.

KIRTLAND'S WARBLER

HAROLD MAYFIELD

Pine Forest near Nassau on New Providence
Island, which superficially resembles the
pine barrens on the nesting range in
Michigan. But the warbler does not favor
pine habitat in the Bahamas.

PAUL W. SYKES, JR.
Low scrub, near Governor’s Harbor,
Eleuthera Island, where Kirtland’s Warbler
wintered in at least two years. Extensive
areas of low, sparse vegetation is its
preferred habitat.
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Kirtiand’s warblers in winter

contributed by Mary Clench
1978), who found one bird on
North Caicos Island on 10 Febru-
ary 1978. The Caicos Islands

are politically separate from the
Bahamas, but geologically and
biologically a part of the island
group. Dr. Clench had searched
the Bahamas extensively in pre-
vious years without success. In
this instance, following a tip, she
went to Bellefield Landing and
walked through the scrub play-
ing a tape of the Kirtland's song.
Here she found a female warbler
feeding on insects among sparse
vegetation. The ground was
mostly flat limestone, supporting

This is tall scrub
(“coppice”) on New
Providence Island,
Kirtland’s Warblers
have never been found

in this habitat.

scanty grass and small trees with
many openings. She was not able
to find the bird again during two
additional days of searching.
Another modern record at the
extreme limits of the Bahama [s-
lands comes from Dennis Paul-
son {pers. comm.), who took the
MOst recent winter specimen on
27 December 1965 on Watlings
Island (San Salvador). He de-
scribed the situation thus: “at the
edge of an extensive area scrub
forest or low coppice with a can-
opy about 8 to 10 feer above the
ground, i.e., composed of what
could be called small trees . ..

Palms were scarce there.”

kel
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The most thorough study of
the Kirtland’s Warbler’s winter
habitar and behavior comes
from Paul Sykes, leader of 1 U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service search
team on Eleuthera Island in lare
February 1985. The site was lo-
cated a short distance north of
Governor’s Harbor, Here, two
birds were seen and one was
banded. The birds foraged over
a small area that had been
cleared several vears before. The
vegeration was mainly about
waist-high, with a few voung
trees protruding through the low
growth to a height of about ten
feet. Prominent in the vegeration
was a bush with small berries
known locally as sage. The war-
blers ate these berries in addition
to insects. (Frank Chapman
found Kirtland's Warblers eating
these same berries on Cat Cavin
late April 1908.)

Conclusions from a
Century of Sightings
Kirtland’s Warblers may be
found on any of the Bahama Is-
lands. The preferred habicar con-
sists of extensive areas of low,
sparse vegetation, which may
dominate or characterize a tract
after clearing. The birds do not
appear to be associated with
pine trees such as Caribbean
Pine (Pinus caribaea), which are
Prominent on a few of the north-
ern Bahama Islands.

Unlike that in some other
Neotropical regions, the habirat
does not appear to be threatened
by human activities. Today, one
can fly the length of the Bahama
chain and see little in the inte-
riors of the islands that has
changed since Columbus landed
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here in 1492. The attention of
settlers has been directed toward
the sea. The villages have been
built on harbors, leaving the inte-
riors of the islands clothed with
scrub, broken by few roads.
Large-scale agriculture and lum-
bering have been attempted

more than once in the last two
centuries but have been discour-
aged by the shallow soil and scar-
city of fresh water. Indeed, peri-
odic clearings may have been
beneficial to the habitat favored
by Kirtland’s Warblers.

The scrub is often dense and
thorny, penetrated by few roads
and footpaths. Hikers in most of
the out-islands will see lictle sign
of other human beings when
they go inland from the beach.
The birder’s biggest challenge is
to avoid being fooled by other
small birds with vellow under-
parts glimpsed briefly in the
shrubbery. Prairie Warblers /.
discolor) also bob their tails and
have been mistaken (even photo-
graphed) for Kirtland’s War-
blers, and other birds that might
cause the novice to look care-
fully are Northern Parula

(Parula americana), Magnolia
Warbler (D. magnolia), Yellow-
throated Warbler (D. dominica),
Olive-capped Warbler (D. pityo-
phila), Pine Warbler (D. pinus),
and Palm Warbler (D. pal-
marumnt).

Every documented winter re-
cord of Kirtland’s Warbler
should be published. Informa-
tion on the location, habitar, and
date is important. There is stil]
much to be learned about the ar-
rival and departure dates of this
species and about its habits
while on the wintering grounds.
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