
very still while viewing the garden. This bird spotted 
me and eventually flew off. I couldn’t help but 
wonder if this was the same bird placing himself 
strategically for another attack.
 Throughout the year the diet of the Pileated 
Woodpecker consists mainly of insects, primarily 
carpenter ants (Camponotus spp.) and wood-boring 
beetle larvae (Bull et al. 1995) while wild fruits and 
nuts are consumed when available (Hoyt 1957). 
Typically this woodpecker gleans insects from tree 
branches, trunks, and logs, scales bark off trees, and 
excavates large rectangular openings in its search for 
food (Bull et al. 1995). Preying on a recently fledged 
songbird would be considered aberrant behaviour for 
the Pileated Woodpecker and a rare event to witness 
in the natural world.
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FIRST COASTAL OCCURRENCE OF THE 
FLAMMULATED OWL FOR BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

Gerry A. Powers

30955 Downes Road, Mount Lehman, BC. V4X 1Y6

 On 28 November 2005 Lindy Phizacklea was 
hanging Christmas lights on a tree outside her 
Chilliwack home in the central Fraser River valley 
when she noticed a small bird on the ground beside 
her below a window. The “fluffball” looked very 
cold so she caught the bird and brought it inside 
for warmth and kept it in a dog crate overnight. She 
tried to feed the owl some raw meat but it would not 
take it. The following day, on 29 November, I was 
contacted, as a Director of the Orphaned Wildlife 
Rehabilitation Society (OWL), and visited Mrs. 
Phizacklea to discover she had rescued an adult 
Flammulated Owl (Otus flammeolus).
 The owl (Figure 1) was taken to Mount Lehman 
for temporary care and over the next many hours 
was encouraged to feed on crickets and mealworms. 
It would not feed and I noticed that it held its neck in 
an unnatural manner suggesting an injury. The next 
morning, on 30 November, it died. It appears that the 
owl hit a window and was unable to recover from 
its injury. The event was well-publicized in local 
newspapers (Feinberg 2005, McDonald 2005, Van 
Putten 2005).
 The Flammulated Owl has recently expanded its 
range in south-central British Columbia. It now occurs 
from the British Columbia-Washington border north 
through the Okanagan and Similkameen valleys, and 
the Nicola and Thompson valleys, to Alexis Creek in 
the west and McLeese Lake in the north (Campbell et 
al. 1990, Van Woudenberg 1999, Wright 1999). It has 
recently been found nesting on Bechers Prairie, near 
Riske Creek, in the Cariboo-Chilcotin region (Wiebe 
2005). It has also been found in the East Kootenay 
(Larry Halversen, pers. comm.).
 The Flammulated Owl is migratory and has 
been recorded in British Columbia from 4 May to 
22 October with most birds arriving during the first 
two weeks of May and departing in late August and 
September (Cannings et al. 1987). The Chilliwack 
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bird is the first record on the coast and is a late date 
for its occurrence in the province.

Literature Cited
 Campbell, R.W., N.K. Dawe, I. McTaggart-
Cowan, J.M. Cooper, G.W. Kaiser, and M.C.E. 
McNall. 1990. The birds of British Columbia: 
Volume 2 – nonpasserines (diurnal birds of prey 
through woodpeckers). Royal British Columbia 
Museum, Victoria, BC. 636 pp.
 Cannings, R.A., R.J. Cannings, and S.G. 
Cannings. 1987. Birds of the Okanagan Valley, 
British Columbia. Royal British Columbia Museum, 
Victoria, BC. 420 pp.
 Feinberg, J. 2005. Owl finding a first. The 
Chilliwack Progress, Chilliwack, BC. [issued 
December 2, 2005].

 McDonald, D. 2005. Rare owl found in her 
backyard. Chilliwack Times, Chilliwack. BC. [issued 
December 2, 2005]. 
 Van Putten, J. 2005. Mexico-bound owl loses its 
way. The Abbotsford News, Abbotsford, BC. [issued 
December 1, 2005]. 
 Van Woudenberg, A.M. 1999. Status of the 
Flammulated Owl in British Columbia. British 
Columbia Ministry of Environment Wildlife Working 
Report No. WR-95, Victoria, BC. 29 pp. 
 Wiebe, K.L. 2005. Northernmost nest record of 
the Flammulated Owl (Otus flammeolus) in Canada. 
Wildlife Afield 2:82-83.
 Wright, K.G. 1999. Flammulated Owl in unusual 
habitat in the Cariboo-Chilcotin, British Columbia. 
British Columbia Birds 9:19-21.
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MELANISTIC TREE SWALLOW IN BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

R. Wayne Campbell¹ and Chris Siddle²

¹2511 Kilgary Place, Victoria, BC. V8N 1J6

² 6131 Silver Star Road, Vernon, BC. V1B 3P3

 An abnormal excess of dark (brown or black) 
pigment causes melanism in animals. It occurs less 
frequently than albinism (no pigments), leucism 
(paleness), or erythrism (reddishness) but may be 
found in culmination with partial albinism (Welty 
1975). In North America, Gross (1965) reported 
abnormal melanism in 29 species of 15 families of 
birds of which the Falconiformes (Birds of Prey) 
were the only group to regularly possess a light and a 
dark phase in their plumage. In British Columbia, this 
naturally occurring melanic form is most noticeable 
in the Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni), Red-
tailed Hawk (B. jamaicensis), and Rough-legged 
Hawk (B. lagopus).
 On 21 May 2006, while travelling on Highway 
97 about 10.6 km north of 100 Mile House, British 
Columbia, the senior author noticed a flock of eight 

to 10 Tree Swallows (Tachycineta bicolor) foraging 
dangerously low over the highway about 30 m in 
front of his car. By the time he reached the location 
the vehicle ahead of him hit one of the birds that 
dropped to the edge of the highway. At first glance 
the bird appeared all-dark and it was thought to be 
a Vaux’s Swift (Chaetura vauxi) or a Black Swift 
(Cypseloides niger). He turned around to pick up 
the carcass and after a short examination identified it 
as a melanistic male Tree Swallow. The entire body, 
including upperparts, underparts, wings, and tail was 
solid black (Figure 1). Small patches of iridescent 
greenish blue, when viewed in direct sunlight, were 
visible on the top of the head, the forehead, the upper 
central region of the back, and along the scapulars 
of each wing. The bill and legs were entirely black. 
The specimen was salvaged and will be donated to 
a museum.
 Gross (1965) and Robertson et al. (1992) does 
not mention melanism in the Tree Swallow in 
North America. Recently, however, there are two 
published references to melanistic Tree Swallows 
on the continent. Eckert (2002) reported a dark Tree 
Swallow on 29 May 2002 at Marsh Lake, Yukon 
Territory and Chris Siddle in Eckert (2003), saw a 
darker plumaged Tree Swallow near Fort St. John, 
British Columbia, on 21 May 1985. Chris later 
noted that the bird was in adult male plumage with 
iridescent greenish-blue upperparts and dark flat 
underparts.
 Regularly documenting plumage abnormalities 
is important since they could have conservation 
implications. These may alert ornithologists to 
conditions that arise from mutagenic effects of 
exposure to environmental contaminants, changes 
in an animal’s diet, or an increasing or decreasing 
frequency in changes of plumage colouration over 
time that may be cause for concern.
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