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FUN WITH SPRING WARBLERS
By Dr. C. Brooke Wérth

Having spent much of my time overseas since the advent of Japanese
mist nets, and not yet having had an opportunity to participate in any of
the Operation Recovery programs, I found myself until recently in the po-
sition of having handled only 23 North American Wood Warblers during my
entire bird-banding career of 39 years. These birds were thinly distribu-
ted among nine species. Apart from four nestling MacGillivray's Warblers
banded in Montana in 1928, I had been able to get my fingers on only the
odd Yellowthroat or other skulking species that from time to time entered
a grain-baited ground trap out of curiosity or perhaps even blindly for
no other reason than that the trap got in its way.

Somewhat over a year ago I bought a farm at Eldora in Cape May county
in New Jersey, choosing this one principally because it was largely wooded
and looked like a good place to enjoy ornithology and entomology. The
woods are mixed, with a preponderance of ozks, though sweet gum, red maple,
persimmon, holly, Atlantic white cedar and yellow pine are also abundant
and conspicuous. During the spring of 1966 I had time for only a few walks
in the woods, and I was disappointed by the apparent scarcity of warblers.
Therefore I decided to supplement bird-watching with bird-netting this
year, to see how much the record could be improved. (My problem now is
that I have no notion of other banders' results, and therefore do not
know whether the following findings are good, bad or ordinaryt)

I set up six ten-meter, four-shelf nets with small (30mm.) meshes
for retaining warblers as advocated by Heimerdinger and Leberman in 3ird
Banding, Vol, 37, October, 1966, pp. 280-285, These were distributed in-
side the forest, two close to the edge and the other four well within the
wooded zone, that is, out of sight of adjacent open areas. However, the
nets were close enough together that the two most widely separated ones
were only a few minutes'! walking distance apart. The whole round could
be made from the farmhouse in a quarter of an hour if nothing was in the
netse Therefore I decided to keep the nets spread both day and night for
as many hours as possible during the warbler migration and to visit them
at least hourly as long as there was enough light to see. To say that I
ran myself ragged for over a month is an understatement. UWevertheless,
there were some periods during which I closed the nets.

The total numbers of warblers caught on 29 days when nets were op-.
erating are shown in Table 1. From these data one can caktulate that war-
blers were taken at the rate of about 3% birds per day, though that figure
diminishes to 2% if the big days of May 15 and 16 are removed from the
total. That, I can aver, represents hard work. To fortify such a con=-
viction, I refine the above calculations by converting the data to birds
per net=days and netehours. Figuring on six nets and a 15=hour day at
that time of year, my 3% warblers are reduced to 0.58 bird per net-day or
only 0.04 per net-hour.
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Table 2. First Arrivals, in Chronological
Order, of Warblers of Known Sex, as Indicated by Netting
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Several observations can be made on my notes. It can be seen in
Table 1 on the preceding pages that in 1967 there was only one heavy
wave of birds in my part of New Jersey, on May 15-16. Besides that, my
records show that males were the first to appear in the case of almost
every species, as shown in Table 2 above, However, this brings up a
question in interpretation of what might be called "nettability" of male
versus female warblers, Since males do a great deal of chasing each
other as well as of females, they cover a longer trajectory in the course
of a day than the less active females and therefore run a higher risk of
colliding with a net. Of seven instances when pairs of the same species
of warbler were taken simultaneously in a net, both birds were males in
four (two pairs of Myrtles, one of Magnolias and one of Blackpolls) and
the pair was mixed in the other three (all Myrtles). Moreover, the birds

4 were invariably close together in the net, indicating to me that a chase
had been in progress. I did not catch any pairs consisting of females only
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‘ Thus we may be given the exaggerated impression that males are much

4 more numerous than females. However, we ought to trap them earlier, on
the average, than females, because of this activity. Indeed the data in
Table 2 show evidence for a true precedence of males beyond that to be
expected from their exuberance, for although males constituted 65% of all
birds eventually caught, their order of appearance in the first six arrive
als of each species was strongly biased on the "early bird" side,
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Table 3 shows the performance of warblers that were re-caught in the
nets. With the exception of one Canada Warbler, all individuals belonged
to species that breed in Cape May County. It is revealing to note that
the repeaters which were still present in June, and which consequently
may have remained in my woods to breed, were not necessarily the last
birds of their species to arrive, TIndeed the first two Ovenbirds to be
caught were among those which remained, while another Ovenbird and one
Yellowthroat first appeared at about the middle of their species! contin-
gent. Of course it may be that birds netted early had simply "homed" to
territories occupied in former years and now the sites of my nets, while
birds netted later had come north equally early to adjacent territories
but only subsequently strayed into nets that were somewhat off their home
grounds.

Position in
Orier of Arrivsll
Sepicit
#1 of 12
#2 of 12
# of 12
#5 of 12
#12 of 12
#5 of 22
#10 of 22
#4 of 12
#5 of 12
#11 of 12
#1 of 2
#4 of 12

il
R(3

R(1)

101 121 14 16] 18

R(3

1 One can check the various possibilities by matching net numbers and
distances between nets with the timing of original captures and subsequent
repeats. Figures in parentheses in Table 3 indicate net numbers. These
were not spaced evenly (as I have already said) or even in numerical se-
quence, but it is evident that the birds moved about considerably, Whether
net-shyness can develop after a single experience is an open question, but
some of the data would support that idea, The first Ovenbird, for example,
was caught four times, each time in a different net.
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The greatest distance between any two nets (No. 3 and No. 6) was
740 feet, One Yellowthroat hit both those nets, while the second Oven-
bird travelled 700 feet between No., 1 and No, 6 nets. Other birds cov-
ered shorter distances.
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An unexpected finding of this excursion into pleasure was the abun-
dance of Canada Warblers, Twelve birds out of 105 are 11.4% of the total.
That would be a nice showing for Canada Varblers anywhere. However, when
I read in Bird Studies at Old Cape May that Witmer Stone had recorded the
species only three times in this area during the spring migration, in
1892, 1917 and 1927, I saluted these birds for making modern history.
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