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Magpies are 
starting to carry 
nesting material. 
Energized by the 
length and strength 
of sunlight, they 
are our example of 
the upswing of 
seasonal activities 
and preparation for 
spring that has 
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begun. The 105th. Street bridge has 
again been chosen as a potential 
urban site with sticks being put in 
place on the upper structure.  It is 
amazing how magpies will recognize 
that a steel girders can serve the 
same purpose as tree limbs. Craig 
Scharf recently complete a major 
study of the black-billed magpies 
found on the University of Alberta 
campus and in the river valley. From 
observations, Craig has documented 
much of their behavior.  The loud 
“shraak-ak-ak” you hear early in the 
morning is probably the male staking 
its territory.  Watch for him strutting 
at the top of a tree, his body 
horizontal and the long tail perkily 
jerked into a vertical position.  At the 
same time his head may rise from a 
low posture until the beak is pointing 
skyward. If his mate of the previous 
year is still around (they are 
monogamous) they will begin a new 
nest. They seldom use last year’s 
nest site, except as a twig supply.  
The new one will usually be nearby, 
often in the same tree. Pair-bonding 
begins to develop during their first 
year of life when the juvenile birds 
flock together. Magpies spend much 
of their life, like ourselves, as 
members of s group. The family 
group consists of the adult pair and 
their young of the year.  Other 
groups will include juvenile peers 
sometimes with an adult  and finally 
a congregation of mated adults. 
Within any gathering there is a strict 
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order of 
succession.  A 
dominance 
hierarchy ranges 
from top bird, 
usually the 
largest male, 
through the ranks 
to the lowest 
most submissive 
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bird, usually a female. This order of 
precedence is established through 
direct confrontation between birds, 
varying in level of intensity from 
mild, non-violent encounters to real 
pecking squabbles.  Conflicts are 
often over a Source of food but may 
be triggered by mere proximity.  
There is les aggression between 
members hat are far apart in the 
ranking system. Conflicts are usually 
quickly resolved by the low ranking 
bird immediately going into a 
submissive display.  The most 
violent action is between those close 
in the pecking order. 

In spring and late fall, 
watch for large numbers of magpies 
congregating in what has been 
interpreted as ceremonial gatherings.  
At such a gathering, mated and 
unmated birds are very vocal.  They 
dash about chasing one another with 
great vigour.  Sometimes an unusual 
display flight may be observed.  One 
bird, probably a male, will leave its 
perch and fly a slow wing beat in a 
circle of from 50 to 100 meters in 
diameter, the magpie will return to 
hover in front of its mate, or 
prospective mate, and then relight. 
Preening between these two birds 
will often then take place. 
Allo-preening, as it is called, is a 
courtship and pair maintenance 
activity.  One bird will gently rub 
the tip of its bill through the head 
and neck feathers of the other which 
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will remain standing very attentive.  
Sometimes both birds will allo-preen 
simultaneously.  Preoccupied with each other 
these birds may be approached quite closely.  
Listen carefully and you will hear a most 
beautiful low musical song. This song is 
sometimes give when the bird is sitting near 
a nest with the mate nearby..  WE have heard 
this song twice as we watched pairs build 
nests in urban settings. 
When a mate is lost magpies will form a new 
pair-bond almost immediately (within a day 
or two) during the nesting season.  This may 
be recognized when two birds stay in the 
same vicinity and show less aggression to 
each other than to other birds.  Another sign 
is a display of wing-and tail flirting given by 
the female when the two greet each other 
after being separated.  The wings are 
partially spread, lifted and then rapidly 
closed.  At the same time the tail is jerked up 
and often fanned.  Her mate will usually 
adopt an alert position with the neck slightly 
stretched, bill pointed straight ahead and the 
tail might be raised.  Both birds will utter 
low sounds. 
 
Reprinted with permission of both the 
Edmonton Journal and Cam and Joy Findlay 
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Most would be surprised by the 
diversity of birds that you could find in 
your backyard, especially during cold 
Edmonton winters. While many birds 
migrate to warmer locations in the fall, 
Edmonton birders can expect to see 
numerous species at feeders or while 
walking in the river valley.  

The tiny, inquisitive black-capped 
chickadee is a common sighting in 
Edmonton throughout the year at 
feeders. Small flocks of the beautiful 
bohemian waxwings are drawn to 
mountain ash trees.  

The familiar Corvid family brave 
the winter, including the black-billed 
magpie, common raven, American 
crow and blue jay. White-breasted and 
red-breasted nuthatches can be 
recognized by their nasal calls.  

The downy woodpecker can be 
seen pecking at suet, and if you are 
observant you might spot pileated 
woodpeckers, hairy woodpeckers and 
the northern flicker. It isn’t uncommon 
to see Mallard ducks and even 
common goldeneyes on water that 
remains open over winter.  

On the other hand, there are some 
species people would be surprised to 
see around even though they are 
relatively common. The red or yellow 
pine grosbeak has a cheerful song. The 
pine siskin can be identified by its long 
wheezy call and yellow tipped wings. 
Common redpolls travel in large flocks 
in unpredictable patterns. While 
walking in the river valley you might 
spot a brown creeper travelling up a 
tree. The grey, sparrow sized dark-
eyed junco can be spotted frequently at 
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feeders. Next time you are looking out 
your window and spot a bird you are 
unfamiliar with, it could be one of these 
winter residents. 
 

 
 

Edmontonians are fond of birds, and 
many resources exist if you are 
interested in learning more. Each year, 
citizens of Edmonton participate in the 
Christmas Bird Count.  

The Christmas Bird Count is a 
worldwide event where people get 
together in a coordinated effort to count 
birds in their community – whether it is 
out their window or on foot. In 2014, 
489 Edmontonians participated in the 
Christmas bird count. Amidst 33,729 
birds counted from 48 species, birders 
were lucky to spot gyrfalcons, great grey 
owls and the uncommon short-eared 
owl. If you are interested in participating 
in this event next year, visit the ECBC 
website. To get to know your local birds, 
all you have to do is look for them! If 
you see a bird that you don’t recognize, 
ask a birder – they undoubtedly love to 
share their knowledge. -SW 
ECBC: 
http://www.edmontonchristmasbirdcount
.ca 
 
Scott Wilson is a masters student at the 
University of Alberta studying songbirds 
in Northern Alberta. 
  

 

Norman Grimes, BSc (Zoology)  
I am well aware that many people are afraid of 

spiders and I have yet to understand why.   
Even my Granddaughter is afraid of them and 

when I asked for an explanation, the response I got 
was, “They are just so creepy-crawly.”   

Hardly an understandable explanation to 
someone like me who thinks they are fascinating. 
Why be afraid of something that for the most part 
can not hurt you? 

With that having been said let me explain why I 
think they (the spiders) deserve a closer look.   

Of the 39 or 40 most common spider species 
found in our area, I like the jumping spiders and the 
crab spiders the best.  I know it is just my personal 
taste and other people like other spiders, especially 
the wonderful orb-web building varieties. 

The jumping spiders, including the Phidippus 
sp. and Salticus sp., are like little leopards stalking 
their prey in and among the vegetation and open 
areas.  They move with caution going forward in 
short distances, much like a leopard, looking for any 
movement that might mean a chance for lunch.  Also 
many of them are “decked out” like they have been 
encrusted with tiny jewels. 

They can be truly beautiful, even if you may 
need a good magnifying glass to really appreciate 
them. They are called jumping spiders because, like 
leopards, they have the ability to jump considerable 
distances, many times the length to their own 
bodies,. 

The crab spiders, Misumena sp., fascinate me 
partly because of their ability to be in plain sight and 
yet be almost invisible. They also have a limited 
ability to change colour, primarily between white 
and yellow.  These spiders are ambush hunters, 
hiding among the flowers waiting to grab the next 
insect that comes along.  I had occasion once to ask 
my spider-fearing Granddaughter if she liked a 
rather attractive white flower located in our front 
flower bed? 

She said She said she did and, thinking the point 
was over, turned away. I than asked if she saw the 
spider?  After jumping away, she said “WHAT 
SPIDER?”  I pointed to the crab spider on the edge 
of the flower.  She still could not see it until I made 
it move.  This is how well their camouflage works.  
These spiders are quite common and yet go unseen 
most of the time. I think that is fascinating.  I had 
hoped this might perk-up her interest a little and help 
her get over her fear of spiders.  It did not!     
 

A Few Words 
About SPIDERS 



 

 

The Edmonton Nature Centres Foundation was formed as a non-profit society in the Province of 
Alberta in 1979, to support the John Janzen Nature Centre and foster an appreciation of nature in 

the Edmonton area. 

Nature is fascinating, especially through 
the eyes of a preschooler or elementary 
student learning to observe the natural 
environment.  How exciting even a trip to 
the backyard could be when you looked 
closely at what nature surrounded you 
with.  John Jansen Nature Centre and 
ENCF is reasserting itself within that 
process.  Our attendance figures have 
increased 10 fold with the opening of the 
Tegler Discovery Room, where kids learn 
about nature through play.  We are 
revisiting our other exhibits to refresh 
them for older age groups.  We want to 
continue to expand programs that provide 
a first-hand view of the natural wonders 
in our backyards. I hope this newsletter 
provides you with a reminder of that first 
fascinating glimpse we all experienced as 
we learn more about nature in this issue. 
 
Don Hussey, President, ENCF 
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As most people are aware, 
it is the female mosquito that 
bites and sucks blood, not the 
male.  So, most of the time, no 
one gives him a second 
thought. The female needs the 
blood for egg production that, 
obviously, the male does not.   

The male mosquito lives a 
quiet life sucking nectar from 
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flowers and looking 
for females.  You 
may have seen them 
when they form 
swarms, typically in 
the evening, and 
wait for the female 
to come and mate.   

Many human 
females may think 
this is typical male 
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behaviour – all there is to life is 
sleep, drink and have sex. With 
their relatively short life span, 
for the male mosquito this is 
correct.  After all, they only live 
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for about six days to a week 
while the female can live as long 
as a month.   

The next time you are out in 
the country and see a swarm of 
knat-like insects you may be 
looking at male mosquitoes and 
remember they get all the bad 
reputation of being blood-

 
    Male       Female 
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We are pleased to announce the 
publication of the second volume 
of the Wild Rose Ramblers 
Walking Guide to the Edmonton 
river valley.  This volume covers 
the west and south part of the 
valley.  It is available at Audrey’s 
bookstore, the Wild Bird General 
Store, Totem Outdoor Outfitters 
and various City outlets including 
the John Jansen Nature Centre, 
Fort Edmonton Gift Shop, the 
Royal Alberta Museum Gift Shop 
and the Muttart Gift Shop. 

Walking Guides 
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sucking pests 
without any of that 
“action”.  I am not 
sure if we should 
pity them or just 
be happy for them. 
-NG 
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The enthusiasm of this group 
continues to generate interest in 
exploring the wild spaces in and 
around Edmonton. This spring, 
volunteers that have been walking 
with the Ramblers for many years 
will be leading the walks and 
sharing all they've learned. If you 
want to join the fun, while hiking 
some of Edmonton's most beautiful 
natural spaces, you can call 780-
496-2916 for a listing of the next 
walks. Registration (a one-time $10 
donation which goes to the 
Edmonton Nature Centres 
Foundation) can be made at the 
Nature Centre, via the City's 311 
registration system, or at any city 
facility. 
 
 

Wild Rose 
Ramblers 

Kids' Nature Nook 
Days and Times: 

Monday, Tuesday, Thursday - 10:30am 
Sunday - 1pm 

Location: Exhibit Room 
 

An interactive nature-themed experience awaits! Activities vary weekly. Try 
your hand at making animal tracks, dressing up like forest creature, creating 

nature art, or listen to a seasonal story told by one of our interpreters. Activities 
vary weekly. (Ages 1-5 years recommended). 

 
Animal Encounters and Feedings 

Days and Times: 
Monday, Tuesday, Thursday - 11:15am 

Saturday - 1pm 
Sunday - 11am 

Location: Exhibit Room 
 

Meet some of our local amphibian and reptile species up close. If you're lucky 
you may get to watch a salamander, frog or snake eat its lunch! 

 
Trail Ventures 

Days and Times: 
Saturday - 11am and 2:15pm 

Sunday - 2:15pm 
Location: Fire Pit 

 
Join an interpreter on the trails for a hands-on sensory exploration of the plants 
and animals that make the river valley their home. Spend some time exploring 

and playing in our beautiful backyard! Games, activities and more! 

Drop-In Programs 

7000 143 Street 
Whitemud Drive & Fox Drive 
 
Shared parking lot with Fort Edmonton Park 


