
Purple Martin Update-

Report finds fewer than 50 birds left in B.C. 
By Eric L. Walters, 

Darren R. Copley, and Samantha J . Statton 

As a result of a recent provincial government report 
mM (Fraser et al.y in press), Purple Martins have been 
recommended to be raised to a Red Listing. This means that 
they would be considered for 
designation for Endangered 
or Threatened status if the 
recommendation is accepted. 
A c c o r d i n g to the report, 
fewer than 50 birds are left in 
British Columbia. Some say 
the estimate should be closer 
to 30 since only 39 birds were 
sighted in 1989 some of which 
may have been the same birds. 
A s a result of this report, 
several V . N . H . S . members 
have begun a nest box 
programme in a "last ditch" 
effort to save the species from 
d i sappea r ing f rom the 
Province. 

Purple Martins tradi­
tionally nested in burnt or 
logged areas where tall snags 
still stood and in old pilings 
near the ocean. Because of the removal of old pilings and snags 
and from starling competition, the martin population has taken 
a turn for the worse. One of the few options left seems to be the 
need for a large-scale nest box programme. 

The first phase of the 1990 Purple Martin nest box 
programme is nearing completion. Thanks to the kind support 
of many individuals, we have been able to build 162 boxes to 
date. Boxes have been erected in Sooke Basin, Esquimalt 
Harbour, the Inner Harbour, the Gorge, Purple Martin Pond 
(between Munn Road and Burnside Road just east of the 
power lines), and Cowichan Bay. A t press time we were work­
ing on erecting boxes in the Nanaimo, Ladysmith, and Sidney 
areas. 

For those that frequent any of the above mentioned areas 
and would be willing to monitor boxes, we can provide you with 
a detailed map of nest box locations. A l l boxes are marked with 
a numbered sequence. We are requesting that anyone that sees 
or hears a Purple Martin immediately report the sighting to us. 
If you notice any birds using nest boxes, you should take note 
of the box number. By reporting all sightings (even in the "usual 
locations"), we should be able to get a better estimate of the 
B.C. population and determine which type of nest box is the 
most successful. We would also like to know if other species 
are using the nest boxes such as starlings or smaller swallows. 

Let us hope that our current population estimate of 30 
birds is an underestimate. Hopefully, through the efforts of 
birders throughout the Province, we'll be able to see the 

population return to historic levels. In this manner, our largest 
swallow will continue to entertain British Columbians with its 
graceful flight and striking song for many years to come. 
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Purple Martins: VNHS members have begun a 
nestbox programme in an effort to save the 
species from disappering in B.C. (Photo: D.F. 
Fraser) 

Many thanks are due to the following 
people for which the programme would not 
have been possible: several anonymous 
property owners in Sooke, many anonymous 
V.N.H.S . members at Birder's Night who 
provided financial donations, Brulen Con­
struction, Frank Copley, John and Andy 
Fischer, Shane Forde, Dave Fraser, Tom 
Gillespie, John and Sherry Granger, Karnell 
J awl, West Bay Marina, Robb MacKenzie-
Grieve, Colleen O'Brien, Tom Plasterer, 
Jim Selk, Gerry Vantreight, Sid Watts, Alf 
Webb, and Bruce Whittington. Special 
thanks are due to Bob and Jean Copley for 
use of their truck, use of their garage as a 
shop, and for providing materials, food, and 
moral support. Additional thanks are due to 
Bryan Gates, Calvor Palmateer, and Harold 
Pollock who, up until now, have kept the 
Purple Martin from being extirpated from 
the Province. 
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There Are California Quails in My Backyard 

"Roadrunnet* in Bugs Bunny 

By Patricia Freeman 
]My backyard is a haven, a refuge, for birds. It's a shelter 

^ B i in a storm. The only problem is, they don't know it. 
Winged creatures ignore everything in sight. And it isn't as 
though there's nothing to choose from. Birdfeeders, stocked 
full of the supermarket's most appealing and expensive gour­
met wildlife nibbles (guaranteed by the manufacturer to attract 
20 species of birds), sway neglectedly from every other branch 
of two cherry trees. Gooey globs of peanut butter project from 
the holes of sawed-off log feeders. Delectable red sugar-water 
awaits tiny humming-bird beaks, and fresh, clear water glistens 
in the brand new bird-bath. Meanwhile, hand-carved coconut 
shells provide perfect nesting ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
sights for all those chicks that are , . . , . . . . . . 
not hatching in my backyard. California Quails will suddenly 

H o w e v e r , things have stand upright and dash across 
changedI recently A few days ago ^ / a m ) _ _ _ ^ f f | f e ^ 
I spotted two ot the most comical-
looking birds I've ever seen, pick­
ing away at the ground near the 
vegetable patch. I would like to describe them as big, fat birds 
with a funny thing on their heads, but naturalists know them as 
Oreortyx pictus, the largest of the North American Quails. You 
and I call them California Quails. A t last, something is feeding 
in my backyard! 

Bird books tell us that the California Quail is a member 
of the pheasant family, in the "gallinaceous" order - that is, 
heavy-bodied terrestrial birds such as turkeys, grouse, domestic 
fowl, and the like. But to me they simply look like funny chick­
ens. 

But they are chickens with a difference. Protruding at a 
slight angle from the forehead is a distinctive, black plume, or 
tuft of feathers, about an inch or so long, if my eyes serve me 
well. As in so much of nature, the male is somewhat more 
impressive than the female, whose head plume is shorter and 
straighter, and whose markings are a more subdued overall 
grey. Also, she lacks the male's black-and-white colouring, as 
well as the two clear, white head stripes. Below a grey chest, the 
male's black-and-cream abdominal feathers give the ap­
pearance of scales. Both female and male average from nine to 
II plump inches in length. 

Now that I've had a chance to have a good close-up look 
at these odd fellows, I have an idea of what they sound like, and 
how they behave. Once you've heard their call it's easy to 
recognize, even for beginner birders like me. In A Field Guide 
to Western Birds, Roger Peterson describes it as "Where are 
you? You go way, Chicago.", but I've never heard a bird sound 
the way it's supposed to. To me, they sound more like owls, with 
an uprising "wooook". I've also heard them give a series of low, 
short whistles. 

But if you don't hear them, you will surely never forget 
their behaviour. Quiet birds that like to feed on insects, buds, 
grasses and berries, California Quails will suddenly stand 
upright and dash across the lawn if suddenly disturbed, just like 
the "Roadrunner" in Bugs Bunny. The body remains poised, 
absolutely stationary, while their legs revolve a mile a minute. 
A most unusual sight. They have also been known to "mount 

guard", and I've seen them do this for fifteen or twenty minutes 
at a stretch on my back fence: an individual, usually a male, 
surveys the area while the others feed, with one bird taking 
over for another, on a relay basis. 

We are lucky to have these peculiar birds on the Island 
at all, since they are not native to the region. Originally found 
in Oregon and California, they were introduced to Vancouver 
Island and the Fraser Valley during the 1870's, where they 
were only partially successful. Now, however, they range from 
Washington, to Idaho and Nevada. They remain at a low level 
on southern Vancouver Island, except for the Saanich Pennin-
sula, Saltspring Island, and the city of Victoria, where they 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ flourish. 

California Quails do get around, 
though, as they will migrate on foot from 
their high, b reed ing ter r i tory , to 
protected valleys, to winter in coveys of 
six to 12 birds. They nest eight to 12 
lightly spotted, reddish eggs in a scrape 
l i n e d wi th dry grass and leaves, 

preferably in brushy, wooded areas in dry mountain regions, 
and they seem to be especially partial to broom. 

I know I will do whatever I can to maintain their visits, 
because I am happy to have them in my backyard! 
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