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    Our 2009 swing through the prairies of southern Manitoba and the arctic regions around Churchill on Hudson Bay was marked by unseasonably cool and wet weather. Manitoba experienced a very long and cold winter which, through early June, wasn’t quite ready to pass the torch to spring. Temperatures in southern Manitoba rarely reached 60 while we were there and it was often damp and windy. 

     Farther north, the Canadian arctic around Hudson Bay experienced its harshest winter in 50 years. Spring’s arrival there is record late and arctic biologists anticipate the lingering cold and snowy conditions to obliterate this year’s breeding bird season. Luckily for us, the three days we spent in Churchill were the warmest there this year. The thermometer broke 60 on one day which qualifies as balmy by Churchill standards. 
     While the weather was setting records in Manitoba this year, so was Otus asio Tours. We recorded 245 species of birds during our 13-day sojourn which was the highest total for any tour I’ve ever run in North America! Though the frozen water around Churchill precluded any chances for Ross’s Gull we did have many highlights including Trumpeter Swan, Spruce Grouse, Willow Ptarmigan, Yellow Rail, Red Phalarope, Sabine’s Gull,  Parasitic Jaeger, Great Gray Owl, Burrowing Owl (a few known pairs in Manitoba), Whip-poor-will, Three-toed Woodpecker, Sprague’s Pipit, Connecticut Warbler, Baird’s Sparrow, LeConte’s Sparrow, Harris’s Sparrow, Chestnut-collared Longspur and Hoary Redpoll. 
     We also saw 22 mammals during the tour including a lengthy and unforgettable encounter with a Canadian Lynx on a quiet road in Riding Mountain National Park. We also had great views of mink, beaver, ermine and caribou during the tour. 

WINNIPEG AREA AND OAK HAMMOCK MARSH

     We began in Winnipeg with a late afternoon and early evening excursion. Our first stop was Osborne Village, an artsy neighborhood near downtown and home to a few pair of breeding Chimney Swifts, one of Manitoba’s rarest breeding birds. Despite intermittent rain we managed to spot a few swifts coursing overhead and were on our way to an industrial park near the airport to look for Gray Partridge. Along the way we added Orchard Oriole, another scarce Manitoba breeder and a few more common items like Brewer’s Blackbird and Clay-colred Sparrow. A fierce thunderstorm with pea-sized hail forced us to hunker down for about 15 minutes at the partridge site. Incredibly, in the midst of the maelstrom, a male Gray Partridge began moving a few feet from the van and eventually flew off into the gale. Luckliy, after the rain subsided everyone had excellent views of male and female, dazed, but none the worse for wear after the pounding.
     We spent most of a morning at Oak Hammock Marsh, one of Manitoba’s natural treasures. It was a cold and windy morning but we managed great looks at a singing LeConte’s Sparrow near the visitor’s center. Yellow-headed Blackbirds, Black Terns and Franklin’s Gulls were everywhere and the ponds and wetlands were filled with a variety breeding ducks and grebes in colorful summer plumage. Unusually conspicuous were American Bitterns. We saw 6 of these normally secretive birds and several were standing in the open a few feet from the van! Other birds of interest here included Wilson’s Phalarope, Sedge Wren, Peregrine Falcon and Bald Eagle.
RIDING MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK
Riding Mountain NP is truly a gem of the Canadian park system. Located less than three hours from Winnipeg, it is lightly visited in early June and this year we had it nearly to ourselves---except for the animals and birds! The park contains a blend of boreal and deciduous forest dotted by quiet lakes and bogs and is transected by only a few lightly traveled roads. One of the highlights of a visit to Riding Mountain are the evening drives. Since daylight lingers until 10:30 PM there is plenty of time after dinner to slowly patrol a park road in search of wildlife. This year we were rewarded when a male Canadian Lynx suddenly appeared from the woods and slowly trotted down the road in front of us, occasionally stopping to mark its territory. Seeing this shy and reclusive animal was a first for me and one of my most memorable wildlife encounters ever! We had similar experiences with elk, several black bears, a moose and and a Great Gray Owl during our evening outings in RMNP. 
     During the day, the birds starred in the show. Breeding warblers were aplenty as we had 20 species including a close and personal encounter with a territorial male Connecticut in an aspen grove adjacent to small bog. Other highlights were a drumming Three-toed Woodpecker who took umbrage to my iPod’s version of his rap, the buzzy song of a Golden-winged Warbler, a young Northern Goshawk and several intimate meetings with Ruffed Grouse. Around our hotel in the town of Wasagaming we found several Boreal Chickadees, Pileated Woodpecker, Purple Finch while enjoying the complicated song of the Ruby-crowned Kinglet and during the night we slept to the haunting calls of Common Loon emanating from nearby Clear Lake.
BRANDON HILLS & DOUGLAS MARSH

     We based one night in the town of Brandon in central Manitoba so we could visit Douglas Marsh, home to a large breeding population of Yellow Rails. These tiny, shy marsh-dwellers often don’t begin calling in earnest until midnight so we were planning for a late night. We arrived at the marsh about 10:00 PM hoping for an early show. While waiting we had great views of a Virginia Rail and a beaver swimming laps in a small roadside pool. At one point a small group of Common Nighthawks appeared overhead as a few LeConte’s Sparrows offered their buzzy performances. Then, about 10:30, we heard what sounded like an old manual typewriter. A Yellow Rail calling from just a few feet from the road. It was so close we felt like we could reach out and touch it but we opted to listen only rather than tramping through the sedges trying to see it. One of the members of the group later recounted this as his favorite part of the tour! On the drive back to Brandon a Whip-poor-will dashed from a shelterbelt and caught a moth in the van’s headlights. We stopped and heard it vocalize several times but it never appeared again.
     The following morning we spent several hours in the Brandon Hills WMA. The weather here was a problem as it was very cold which seemed to keep the birds quiet---except for the ever present Red-eyed Vireos and American Redstarts. Since we weren’t in a rush we lingered for quite awile and eventually found some pretty good Manitoba birds including Scarlet Tanager and Indigo Bunting.  There were also lots of Baltimore Orioles, Least Flycatchers and a few Rose-breasted Grosbeaks.On the drive back to Brandon we flushed a Sharp-tailed Grouse, enjoyed a soaring Swainson’s Hawk and had exquisite views of a nesting Red-necked Grebe.

WHITEWATER LAKE

     Whitewater Lake is south-central Manitoba’s largest body of water and home to a diverse collection of breeding birds. The majority of these are waterfowl but WWL also acts a major staging area for migrating shorebirds and its marshy edges provide habitat for Nelson’s Sharp-tailed and LeConte’s sparrows, Sedge Wren and other like-minded species. Due to the cold conditions further north, WWL hosted a shorebird bonanza this year and we saw hundreds of Dunlin, Semipalmated and Least Sandpipers and lesser numbers of Pectoral, Stilt and White-rumped Sandpipers. Also present were a few White-faced Ibis, another scarce Manitoba breeder, and many colorful Eared Grebes. On the road into the viewing area a small group of Cattle Egret was noted which turned out to be the first seen this year in the province! Other birds of interest at WWL included the omnipresent Franklin’s Gull, Black and Forster’s terns, Western Grebe, American White Pelican and Black-crowned Night-Heron. As we drove through the agricultural fields along the southern edge of the lake we saw our only Brown Thrasher, another uncommon bird in Manitoba.
THE GRASSLANDS OF THE SOUTHWEST CORNER

      This portion of our tour was a smashing success thanks to Ken DeSmet, an endangered species specialist with Manitoba Natural Resources who spent an entire day in the field with us. Ken’s unsurpassed knowledge of the area allowed us to find ever single bird we were seeking by 3:30 in the afternoon, an incredible feat given the amount of territory we were covering. Our first stop was the far southwest corner of the province and only a mile from Saskatchewan and North Dakota. In this obscure grassy pasture we spent an amazing 20 minutes with the most cooperative Baird’s Sparrow I have ever seen. It posed nicely for pictures and as it sang from a grassy tuft a few feet from us. This was especially satisfying as Baird’s Sparrow has become extremely rare in Manitoba and has been missed by many birding tours in recent years. As we walked back to the van we had a similar experience with a male Chestnut-collared Longspur, a harbinger of the type of luck we would have throughout the day. A few minutes later we were listening to a Sprague’s Pipit high overhead. It was a mere speck in the sky until I played a few notes of its song on my iPod. A few seconds later it was standing in the short grass a few feet away searching for the interloper…another incredible view of a difficult species! After the Spragues encounter we had seen all of the difficult birds and it was only 7:30 AM! Now it was on to the easy birds and we spent the rest of the day in leisurely mode picking them off one by one: a Willow Flycatcher here, a Ferruginous Hawk nest there, a group of lekking Sharp-tailed Grouse along the road….all birding should be so easy. Thanks to Ken, we were also able to see three Burrowing Owls which is, perhaps, the rarest bird of all in Manitoba. They had been completely extirpated from the province and exist now only thanks to a reintroduction program started in the 1980’s. The program hasn’t worked very well and only a few pairs remain and all are on private land. We were very privileged to have seen these birds. 
     After a delicious lunch at a small diner in the town of Pierson we concluded the afternoon with Eurasian Collared-Dove, a Loggerhead Shrike nest, several upland Sandpipers and Marbled Godwits, Say’s Phoebe and Lark Sparrow. For desert, Ken took us to an occupied Long-eared Owl nest, the climax of a remakable day in the Canadian prairie!

THOMPSON & THE TRAIN TO CHURCHILL

     After a week in southern Manitoba we flew to Thompson, the third largest city in Manitoba (pop. 15,000). After a night at the Days Inn we explored the boreal forest at Paint Lake PP south of Thompson for several hours. The delayed spring was in evidence as the aspens had not yet begun to leaf out and singing passerines were scarce. We missed Philadelphia Vireo because of this but did manage to pick up Bay-breasted Warbler, Common Tern, Sandhill Crane, Northern Waterthrush and few other trip birds. 

     At 8:30 PM, more than an hour late, the train to Churchill finally rolled into Thompson and we boarded our cars to begin the final chapter of our adventure. The trip is supposed to take 16 hours but major delays are the norm due to track conditions and this trip was no exception. We were seven hours late to Churchill making 23 hours on the train! We weren’t sure if we were more excited waiting to get on or to get off! In reality though, this trip is the experience of a lifetime and everyone found it unforgettable. The length was mitigated by having our sleeper compartments, exceptional meals and lots of ice cold beer and wine! The slow speed also makes for excellent birding especially once we reached the more open stretches of tundra. From the train we saw Surf, White-winged and Black scoters, several Willow Ptarmigan, many Rusty Blackbirds, lots of White-crowned Sparrows, Bald Eagle, a herd of caribou and quite a bit more. As we rolled into Churchill in the late afternoon we noted a lot of remaining snow cover and lots of standing water due to the recent warm days. The pools along the tracks were filled with shorebirds and waterfowl and we had a fabulous look at a Red Phalarope in breeding plumgage a few meters from the station!

CHURCHILL

     For Churchill it has been the winter that wouldn’t leave. Many places outside of town still had 100% snow cover when we arrived and the Churchill River was still completely frozen at the mouth of Hudson Bay. The bay itself had only a few open leads and these were well offshore and entirely inaccessible without a dog sled or a helicopter….we had neither. 
     Conspicuous on the tundra were thousands of Snow Geese which have usually already passed through and arrived on their breeding grounds much farther north. This year they were stopped by the lingering ice and snow which covered their food supply. The ones that pushed on as far as Churchill were starving. The carcasses, body parts and feathers that littered the ground in some places made it seem that an epic goose war had been waged in Churchill, perhaps an Anser version of Lord of the Rings. 

     Six foot snow drifts still blocked the road to Twin Lakes, the best boreal habitat near Churchill. Local residents couldn’t remember such a late spring and some birders who had been leading tours to Churchill for 30 years said they had never seen such conditions in early June.

    But this was the hand we were dealt so we had little choice but to forge on. With Twin Lakes and Cape Merry, two of Churchill’s prime birding areas closed, we focused on the Goose Creek Road and Launch Road. Even here things were less than optimal but we managed to hack out most of the birds one would expect to find in June in Churchill. Some of the highlights were Parasitic Jaeger, many gorgeous Red Phalarope, a few Sabine’s Gulls, a few more Little Gulls, hundreds of Snow Bunting, a classic male Hoary Redpoll, several tame Willow Ptarmigan, breeding plumaged Red-throated and Pacific Loons, Red-necked Phalarope, Arctic Tern, Short-eared Owl, Thayer’s Gull, Harris’s Sparrow, Pine Grosbeak, Marbled Godwit, Gray-cheeked Thrush etc. One of the highlights was an encounter with a female Spruce Grouse near the railroad tracks along Goose Creek Road. We had tried hard for this species in RMNP but had missed it so this serrendipitous meeting was a real treat, especially for Jack who ticked it as his 689th ABA bird! 
     There were no Smith’s Longspur on territory and not a single Ross’s Gull was reported while we were there. But, part of the Churchill experience is just being there and experiencing life in this northern outpost for a few days. It’s an unforgettable place and we needed a reason to return.
