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VICTORIA "BIG DAY" RECORD REACHES 135 -¬ 

CAN 140 BE FAR BEHIND? 
by Alan MacLeod 

One of man's best i n v e n t i o n s f o r having some fun, seeing a l o t of 
b i r d s , enjoying some healthy competition, g e t t i n g some e x e r c i s e , and 
covering a l o t of plea s i n g t e r r i t o r y i n a short time i s to j o i n the 
growing ranks of V i c t o r i a ' s Big Day afi c i o n a d o s — b i r d e r s who get l e s s 
of a k i c k from champagne than they do from l i s t i n g as many b i r d species 
i n a day as they can f i n d . 

The V i c t o r i a - a r e a record f o r a Big Day count now stands at 135, 
f o l l o w i n g three May, 1984 a s s a u l t s on the former record of 121. On May 5, 
Harold Hosford, Alan MacLeod, and David S t i r l i n g scored 127 b i r d s , only 
to have Roy P r i o r and K e i t h Taylor e c l i p s e them the same day, w i t h 134. 
A week l a t e r , Alan MacLeod, Ron S a t t e r f i e l d , and Bruce Whittington eked 
out 135 species i n a 20-hour marathon. 

Not so long ago — wi t h counts of j u s t over 100 considered respectable 
135 species would have seemed a very impressive t o t a l f o r any Big Day 
e f f o r t . Not any more. The b e t t e r part of 150 species could p o s s i b l y be 
seen or heard i n the V i c t o r i a c h e c k l i s t area i n the f u l l n e s s of spring 
m i g r a t i o n , and with a modicum of planning and e f f o r t no Big Day enthusiasts 
should be daunted by the challenge of 140 species. The 140 mark can be 
achieved i n a future Big Day by b u i l d i n g at l e a s t eight o b j e c t i v e s i n t o a 
Big Day a s s a u l t . 
1. Planning. A l l three of the May, 1984 Big Day teams prepared a "Should-

Get" l i s t of the b i r d s they expected to count, as w e l l as i t i n e r a r y of 
the stops they planned to make during the day. Each item i s important. 
The "Should-Get" l i s t f a c i l i t a t e s the t r a c k i n g of "missing" species as 
the day wears on, and an i t i n e r a r y reduces the p o s s i b i l i t y that an 
important stop w i l l be missed. The "Should-Get" l i s t used on two of 
the May Big Days includes some 146 species and the i t i n e r a r y of stops 
included 30 l o c a t i o n s or more. 



95 

2. Composition of the Team. No attempt at 140 species w i l l succeed without 
a c a p a b i l i t y f o r i d e n t i f y i n g b i r d s by ear. Experience i n the V i c t o r i a 
area i n May i n d i c a t e s that 10 percent or more of any Big Day count 
c o n s i s t s of b i r d s i d e n t i f i e d by ear alone. A Big Day team should 
therefore include one or more i n d i v i d u a l s who are as f a m i l i a r with 
what they hear as what they see. On the other hand, we a l l know i n d i v 
i d u a l s who seem to be better at s p o t t i n g b i r d s than the r e s t of us are, 
and i t i s j u s t as important to have such an i n d i v i d u a l on your Big Day 
team. A team i s also b e n e f i t t e d by the presence of an organizer who can 
get away with keeping the whole expedition on track and on schedule 
throughout the day. If a l l of these s k i l l s can be found i n three 
i n d i v i d u a l s , that number i s an i d e a l s i z e for a Big Day team. 

3- Commitment. No V i c t o r i a Big Day team w i l l count 140 species without a 
wholehearted investment of time, t r a v e l , and e f f o r t . The team which 
scored 135 species, May 12, was on the road s h o r t l y a f t e r 3:00 a.m., 
chasing owls i n highlands above Munns Road. Close to 11:00 p.m. the 
same day, they were s t i l l chasing owls, attempting to l i s t Barn Owl 
at Holland Avenue, near Burnside. Between 3:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m. 
the team birded non-stop, taking meals "on the f l y " . In a d d i t i o n to 
several kilometres on f o o t , that team also t r a v e l l e d 360 km. by car, 
a l l of them i n s i d e the V i c t o r i a C h e c k l i s t area. 

4. Timing. The timing of a spring Big Day i s c r i t i c a l . A date must be 
sel e c t e d w i t h a view to p i c k i n g up as many migrants and r e t u r n i n g 
summer re s i d e n t s as p o s s i b l e , without s a c r i f i c i n g l a t e - l i n g e r i n g winter 
r e s i d e n t s . As events t r a n s p i r e d between May 5 and May 12, there was a 
roughly equal trade-off between these two categories. The Hosford/ 
MacLeod/Stirling team l i s t e d s i x winter r e s i d e n t s that were missed by 
MacLeod/Satterfield/Whittington. These were Red-throated Loon, P i e d -
b i l l e d Grebe, Horned Grebe, Northern P i n t a i l , Northern H a r r i e r , and 
Black Turnstone. On the other hand, the e a r l i e r e f f o r t missed these 
migrants and summer r e s i d e n t s : Semi-palmated Plover, Ruddy Turnstone, 
L o n g - b i l l e d Dowitcher, Spotted Sandpiper, O l i v e - s i d e d F l y c a t c h e r , 
Hammond's Fl y c a t c h e r , and L i n c o l n ' s Sparrow. S t i l l , on May 12, MacLeod/ 
S a t t e r f i e l d / W h i t t i n g t o n found a l a r g e drop i n the number of winter water 
b i r d s , and they f e l t that the peak day f o r a spring day had l i k e l y passed. 
In 1984, the best p o s s i b i l i t y f o r the highest y i e l d was probably about 
midway between the two Big Day dates, or some time between May 7 and 10. 

5. L o c a l B i r d s . A c r i t i c a l element i n b u i l d i n g a s u c c e s s f u l Big Day 
campaign i s to ensure that your team gets that handful of "nemesis" 
b i r d s that h a b i t u a l l y plague spring Big Days i n V i c t o r i a . These are 
c h i e f l y winter r e s i d e n t s which remain i n our area i n small numbers 
during breeding season, i f at a l l , such as the smaller grebes, Gadwall, 
American Coot, and Black Turnstone, or e a r l y migrants such as Brant, 
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Bonaparte's G u l l and C a l i f o r n i a G u l l . Several of these b i r d s are "common 
r e s i d e n t s " i f we are to b e l i e v e the V i c t o r i a c h e c k l i s t , but each of them 
has proved d i f f i c u l t to score on May b i r d counts i n V i c t o r i a . Another 
nemesis category i s the group of permanent r e s i d e n t s which are found only 
i n a l i m i t e d area. Wood Duck, Skylark, Dipper, Hairy Woodpecker are 
examples. Then there are the seasonally l o c a l species, such as Vesper 
Sparrow. A t h i r d category to look f o r are the r e t u r n i n g summer r e s i d e n t s 
p r i m a r i l y passerines such as the f l y c a t c h e r s , Western Tanager and Black-
headed Grosbeak. 

In the week before a Big Day i t pays to l i s t e n to the Rare B i r d A l e r t 
and research the whereabouts of the a v a i l a b l e b i r d s i n each of these 
categories — not to mention such r a r i t i e s as the H a r r i s ' Sparrow and 
White-throated Sparrow at a Colwood feeder — and plan to stop f o r them. 
6. Area Coverage. In a d d i t i o n to stops required f o r l o c a l species, a Big 

Day i t i n e r a r y should cover the f u l l range of h a b i t a t s i n our area so 
that r e g u l a r l y - o c c u r r i n g species indigenous to those h a b i t a t s are not 
missed. 
As s e l f - e v i d e n t as i t may appear, i t i s always s u r p r i s i n g how much a 
Big Day count seems to vary i n d i r e c t p r o p o r t i o n to the number and 
v a r i e t y of stops the Big Day team makes, ra t h e r than to the average 
time spent at each stop. The r u l e seems to be the more stops, the 
higher the count. Two reasons come to mind i n accounting f o r t h i s . 
The f i r s t i s tha t , as i n most of l i f e , Big Days never run e x a c t l y as 
planned. Species that are a n t i c i p a t e d f o r a given spot sometimes do 
not show up there, and i t i s therefore important f o r your i t i n e r a r y 
to include contingent stops f o r the species that "got away". But a 
second f a c t o r i s that notwithstanding a l l the planning, l u c k i s s t i l l 
an important f a c t o r i n a s u c c e s s f u l Big Day, and the more stops you 
make, the greater the l i k e l i h o o d w i l l be of t u r n i n g up " l u c k y " b i r d s . 
An average stay of 60 minutes at 15 stops w i l l seldom be as f r u i t f u l 
as 30 minutes at 30 stops. 
The P r i o r / T a y l o r team were lucky to f i n d Trumpeter Swan at Somenos Lake 
Ruffed Grouse i n the highlands on Munns Road, Spotted Sandpiper at 
Coldstream, and Northern H a r r i e r s at Somenos and Cobble Meadow. 
Hosford/MacLeod/Stirling were fortunate to get Whimbrel at Cowichan 
Bay, Gadwall at a pond i n the 4000-block, Interurban Road, and a Blue 
Grouse at Cobble H i l l . MacLeod/Satterfield/Whittington had Golden 
Eagles over Mount F i n l a y s o n , winnowing Common Snipe at Bolton Farm, 
Munns Road, Ruddy Ducks at Somenos and Swan Lakes, and a S o l i t a r y 
Sandpiper at Blenkinsop Lake. Some of these were contingent stops and 
the b i r d s would have been missed had a high number of stops not been 
planned. 


