THE BREEDING BIRDS OF THE UPPER WISSAHICKON

Kerrn RusseLL

This paper covers the area from the bridge at Kitchen's Lane north to
Harper's Meadows in Philadelphia. This is the same area dealt with by C,
Chandler Ross in his earlier article on breeding birds of the Wissahickon
(Cassinta, 1962). Included are the old Andorra Nurseries 1o Northwestern
Avenue and the Houston Estate o Wissahickon Avenue. The Cresheim
Valley 1s excluded.

It is interesting o compare the bird life in the upper Wissahickon in
recent years to that discussed in Ross' article in 1962, The over-all picture
is encouraging, with some increase in the number of regular nesting species,
The Wissahickon has atiracted southern lowland species such as the Acadian
Flyeatcher, Cerulean Warbler, and Kentucky Warbler, some northern species
such as the Rose-breasted Grosbeak, Cedar Waxwing, and Black-capped
Chickadee, as well as virtually all eastern [orest species.

Probably one of the most interesting and rewarding birding spots during
the peak of the breeding season is the Bell’s Mill Road area from the creck
between Bell's Mill and the covered bridge southwest 1o Wissahickon
Avenue. With a diversified hahbitat of mature forest, grassy slopes, and
brushy areas, it is possible o find a large variety of bird life. Most of this
area is not owned by Fairmount Park but rather by the Houston Estate.
Seventeen acres of meadowland were used 1o build the Samuel Houston
Recreational Center. Unfortunately, construction of the center destroyed the
only suitable nesting grounds for Killdeer, Grasshopper Sparrows, and
Henslow's Sparrows, However, virtually all the remaining area is in a
natural state and supports a high diversity of nesting land birds. Broad-
winged Hawks, Red-shouldered Hawks, Red-tailed Hawks, and Sparrow
Hawks [requent this avea as do the Screech and Great Horned Owls. The
Latter have become almost common. Eight species of warblers nest and/or
summer regularly. This and other areas such as the old Andorra Nurseries
are in critical need of management and absolue protection from nearby
civilization. These areas are within the city imits of the [ourth Largest city
in the country. Hopefully, if the entire region is protected and preserved i
will auract some species which have disappeared and possibly others which
hawve never nested there before,

In this paper I am dealing with records over the last ffteen vears (1958-
1975). 1T am certain there may be some records which have escaped my at-
tention, and [ would be gratelul w readers for informing me of them, The
main hody ol this paper is an annotated list of birds which have occurred
in summer or which possibly or certainly have bred in the included area.
That which constitutes breeding or a breeding attempt is: a nest find, a juve-
nile bird sighting, an adult bird seen carrying nesting material, or an adult
bird seen carrving food,
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Since 1958 only four species have completely disappeared from the area:
Killdeer, Eastern Bluebird, Grasshopper Sparrow, and Henslow's Sparrow
(all but the Bluebird had appeared as breeding species subsequent to 1958).
Other species which have appeared as breeders and/or summering  birds
include: Mallard, Red-tailed Hawk, Red-shouldered Hawk, American Waond-
cock, Great Horned Owl, Whip-poor-will {one record), Black-capped Chick-
adee, Winter Wren (one record), Cedar Waxwing, Warbling Vireo, Parula
Warbler, and Red-winged Blackbird.

ANNOTATED LIST

MaLiagp. Feral status questionable and uncenain, One wild pair does exist in the
Carpenter's Woods area, and breeding is suspected.

Tumkey Vurrure. Scarce permanent resident. Four o six or more birds are cx
clusive 1o the area, but breeding in recent years is undocumented,

Cooprer's Hawk, Rare summer resident between Rex Avenue and Valley Green
Roucd. Present hrevding status questionable.

Rep-Tatien Hawk, Scarce but regular summer resident. Breeding is suspected
because of yearly summer sightings of immature birds and family groups.

Rep-spouLpered Hawk, Uncommen o rare summer resident and breeder, espe-
cially around Carpenter’s Woads.

Broap-winGen Hawk. Scarce summer resident and breeder,

Sparrow Hawk, Uncommoen summer resident and breeder.

BonwiiTe, Rare summer resident in [elds and brush northeast of Wissahickon
Avenue. House construction has greatly reduced suitable habitat and viroally
eliminated this bird as a reeding species in the area,

Rine-nEciEd PressastT, Common breeding resident in wooded ravines near
[ields. This bird becomes very quiet after May.

Kirineer, Formerly bred northeast of Wissahickon Avenue on the present site of
the Houston Recreational Center. All suitable habitat for this species in the im-
mediziie area has now been destroyed.

AMERICAN Woopcock. Rare summer resident and possible breeder around Bell's
Mill Road and north of Livezey’s Lane. This species could be rather common but is
seldom seen.

Moursing Dove. Common to scarce permanent resident and breeder.

YeLLow-siLLen Cuokoo, Uncommen summer resident and probable breeder in ex-
tensive woods near open areas.

ScreEcH Owr, Uncommon permanent resident and breeder.

GreaT Horyep Owi. Uncommon to scarce permanent resident and  breeder
generally. However, it is quite prevalent around Bell’s Mill Road.

Winp-poor-wiLL, One breeding record in the woods southwest of the creck at Thomas
Mill Road (1963).

CluMNEY Swier, Common summer resident. However, most of the birds brecd in
residential areas bordering the Wissahickon.

Rusy-THROATED Husmmincrirp. Rave irregular summer resident. Present breeding
status doubilul.

Berten Kiscrisner. This bird is sometimes seen late into May and breeding is
suspected below Valley Green and around Bell’s Mill Road where steep banks exist
along the creck.,




YELLOW-sHAFTED FLickei, Common surmimet resident and breceder.

Rep-BELLIED Wooprecker, Uncommeon o scarce permanent resident and breeder
in virious places. These birds are very noisy in May bue become dillicult 1o locate
therealier. The lirst nest was found in Carpenter’s Waoods in 19559,

Harwy Wooorecker. Uncommon permanent resident and breeder,

Dowsy Woonrecker, Common permanent resident aned breecder.

Eastery Kixowmign, Fairly common o uncommon summer resident amd breeder
around open areas,

Grear Crestep Fovearcuer, Unconmumon  summer  resident and breeder oear
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Fasters Pnoese. Uncommon summer resident and breeder with a rather spotty
distribution near streams and in cool ravines,

Acamiany Fovearcner, Uncommon summer resident and Breeder in moist or
flomocled woodlinds along the creck south of Bell's Mill Rowed, in Carpenter’s Woaods,
anel other spots,

Easters Woon Pewee. Fairlv common o uncommon  summer cesident and
Brecder in muature wods,

Rovcn-winGen Swarpow. Present breeding stams unknown, Brod formerly in
izt across sireanms,

Barx Swarrow. Regular uncommon summer resident and probable breeder,

Brue Jav. Common permanent resident and breeder,

Cosmox Crow, Common permanent resident and breeder,

Fispn Crow, REare o uncommon prermEnemt resident  amd  former breeder. Tis
present brecding status is unkonown,

Brack-capren  CHickapeg. Evidently a rare summer  residenmt and  breeder
arcund Bells Mill Road. Hybridization with the Caroling Chickadee is undoubedly
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Carorina Cinckapee. This species has become a common permanent resident
and breecer.

y Trrsouse, Commaon permanent resident and breeder,
WHITE-BREASTED INUTHATCH. Uncommon  permanent tesident ol breeder,  be-
conning scaree in June and July.

House Wrex. Very common summer resident and breeder in brushy areas and
in street lights,

Winter Wrex. One territorial bird was observed throughout the spring and
summer of 1972 around a deep ravine just north of Thomas Mill Road,

Carorina Ween, Uncommon permanent resident and breeder,

Mockincsirn, Uncomimon permanent resident and breeder, but consistently found
in brushy areas and often close w houses.

Catsirn, Very common to abundant summer resident and breeder,

Brows THrasHER. Uncommon summer resident and breeder in brushy areas near
woodland edges.

Romr. Abundant summer resident and breeder.,

Woon Turusa, Common summer resident and breeder. Very common in the old
Andorra Nurseries.

Veery., Common summer resident and breeder along steep slopes and wooded
ravines near water. Very common around Livezey's Lane,

Eastery Bruesiep. Until 1960 bred in [lelds northeast of Wissahickon Avenue,
Na recent records. With the erection of bird houses this species could possibly be
re-estabilished.

BLUE-GRAY GuaTcaTcHER. Scarce but regular summer resident and  breeder
around Bell's Mill Road and occasionally Kitchen's Lane.

CeEpaR Waxwing, A scarce irregular summer resident. Flocks of up o wwelve hirds
lave been seen, but breeding is doubeful.

Sraruneg. Common permanent resident and breeder,




WirtE-EvED Vireo. Uncommeon summer resident and suspected breeder in seconid
growth woods and scrub southwest of Bell’s Mill Road and possibly elsewhere.

YELLOW-THROATED ViREo, Rare but regular summer resiclent and breeder in the
woods along the bridle path southwest ol Bell's Mill Road and the creck, Possibly
oceurs elsewhere.

Ren-even Vireo. Common summer resident and breeder.

WarsLixne Vireo. Formerly bred on the corner of Lykin's Lane and Wissahickon
Avenue until the construction of houses. I suspect that this bird stll brecds in the
vicinity but has gone undeteceed.

WoRrmM-EATING WARBLER. Scarce summer resident and brecder on wooded slopes
along the main bridle path bordering the creek at Bell’s Mill Road.

Brue-wixcen Warster., Fegular uncommon o commaorn brecler in the Tields and
in the serub growth southwest of the creck at Bell’s Mill Road.

Pakvia Waksier, Irregular rare summer vesident and possible breeder,

YVELLOw WarsLer. Rare summer resident in the Bell's Mill Road area west ol the
creek. Breeding is strongly suspected.

CERULEAN WARBLER. Scarce but probably a regular summet resiclent and breeder
near the covered bridge. The last conflirmed breeding record was there in 1971,

CHESTSUT-51DED WaRBLER. Fairly common summer resident and breeder along
brushy wonod cdges in the Bell's Mill Road area.

Ovexpiep, Fairly common summer resident and hreeder in large mature woods.
“This bird has a rather spotty distribution.

Louisiana WaterTnrusH. Rare but regular summer resident and breeder along
the banks of the Wissahickon and smaller rushing streams.

KENTUCEY WARBLER, Fairly common summer resident and breeder. Most prevalent
arownul Livesey's Lane,

VELLOWTHROAT. Common 1o very common summer resident and breeder, especially
in brushy areas.

VELLOW-BREASTED CnaT, Uncommon summer resident and breeder in the fields
1o the southwest of Bell's Mill Road and the creck.

Hoopep WarsLer. Regular rare summer resident and breeder in the woods south-
west of Bell's Mill Road and the creek, and at Devil’s Pool.

AsericAN RepsTarT. Uncommon summer resident and breeder along the east
wood edges, around the fields west ol the creek at Bell’'s Mill Road. Occasionally
at scattered other locations.

House Seagrow. Uncommon permanent resident and breeder only along the
borders of woods near houses.

Rep-wincep BLacksirD. Scarce summer resident and possible breeder in open
brushy areas in Roxborough.

BaLtisorE OrioLE. Fairly common summer resident andd brecder.

Common GrackLe. Common summer resident and breeder.

Browx-HEADED Cowsirp. Uncomumon summer resident and breeder.

SeariEl Tanacer, Uncommon 1o common summer resident and breeder,

CagpivaL, Common permanent resident and breeder,

ROSE-BREASTED GROSBEAK. Uncommon (o Scarce SUmmer resident and  breeder
seemingly only on the cast side of the creck from Kitchen's Lane 1o the Cresheim
Valley and at Bell's Mill Road.

Inpigo BuntinG, Uncommon summer resident and breeder in open brushy areas
with scattered trees,

Housk Finch. Scarce to uncommon permanent resident and breeder.

AMERICAN GoLprincH. Uncommon summer resident and breeder.

Rurous-sipep TowHEE, Very commaon 1o abundant summer resident and hreeder,

CRASSHOPPER SPaRROW. Formerly bred northeast of Wissahickon Avenue until the
Houston Recreational Center consumed almost all suitable nesting grounds. Very
good habitat does exist along Northwesiern Avenue and should be closely investigated.




HessLow's Searmow. This bird sulfered the same [ate as did the Grasshopper
Sparrow northease of Wissahickon Avenue. Some rather interesting habitat does
still exist around the recreational center and could possibly support this species
again, This area should be given more attention by birders.

Caierivg Sranpow. Rare and local summer resident and breeder around houses
and on lawns,

FieLn Sparkow, Uncommon summer resident and breeder in suitable habatat,

Soxc Searrow, Common summer resident and breeder,

Following is a list of species that have either bred in the past and could
breed again or, to my knowledge, have never bred in the upper Wissahickon
but could very well breed in the future:

Upland Plover Prothonotary Warbler
Spotwed Sandpiper Golden-winged Warbler
Black-billed Cuckoo Yellow-throated Warbler
Barn Owl Orchard Oriole

Pileated Woodpecker Summer Tanager
Traill's Flycarcher Blue Grosheak

Cedar Waxwing Grasshopper Sparrow
Warbling Vireo Henslow's Sparrow

The following species have declined significantly as breeders since 1958:
Cooper’s Hawk, Bobwhite, Ruby-throated Hummingbird, Rough-winged
Swallow, Hooded Warbler, and Chipping Sparrow.

The [ollowing species have increased significantly as breeders since 1958:
Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Great Horned Owl, Red-hellied Woodpecker, Eastern
Kingbird, Mockingbird, Veery, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Blue-winged Warbler,
American Redstart, and House Finch,

[ am grateful to Dr. Frank Gill of the Academy of Nawural Sciences for
his assistance and advice in preparation of this paper.
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