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Mozart’s Starling Issue
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President’s Message

Dear Club members,

Happy New Year! I hope that everyone had a lovely 
holiday break from whatever they normally do—except 
birding, of course!  
 
The start of the new year is a good time to look at the 
mission statement of the Club and think about what it 
means to each of us as a member.  As a reminder, “The 
mission of the Carroll County Bird Club is to foster 
knowledge, enjoyment, appreciation, and protection of 
birds and their habitats.”  I hope this statement reflects 
what you believe is the purpose of our Club.  We 
already are doing lots to fulfill our mission, and we 
have begun planning to do more.  

In addition to our monthly speaker program and our 
scheduled bird walks, here are just some of the things 
that we will be doing during the rest of the year:

• Mary Jewell will once again be leading efforts to hold 
this year’s Youth Art Contest—the fourth one, if you 
can believe it!  Preliminary plans show that entries will 
be accepted from April 6 through May 8; the awards 
reception will be held at the Westminster Branch of the 
Carroll County Public Library on May 16; and artwork 
will be exhibited through June 19.  Volunteers to help 
with the contest are welcome.

• We have begun planning for the chimney-swift-tower 
project, with hopes that we will be able to build at least 
one tower before the nesting season begins this year.  
Matt Hodgdon will be heading up this project; don’t be 
surprised when he contacts you for help.

• We will be starting to rebuild relationships with the 
County government, creating an avenue by which to 
inform them of birding issues and get their support for 
conservation efforts.

• We will be investigating fundraising possibilities 
to enable us to fund projects in the future.

• We are identifying public events and venues 
at which we can promote the Bird Club and its 
mission.  We will also develop or improve our dis-
play and informational materials to support that 
effort, and we will be looking for members who 
would like to engage with the public by staffing our 
“booth” and talking about the Club.  

• Many of you will be supporting the MOS in gath-
ering data for the Breeding Bird Atlas.  Bob Ringler 
will be talking about the Atlas during our February 
meeting, and the MOS Project Director, Gabriel 
Foley, will be giving us a presentation in May.

This is just the beginning; there is lots more we can 
do.  Most importantly, we can continue building a 
vibrant organization so that, whether your reason 
for belonging to the Club is learning, fellowship, 
experiencing, and/or conserving, you will be able 
to find in it what you are looking for.  I am always 
eager to hear what you think about how things 
are going; to get your suggestions about what we 
should be doing; and, of course, to join you at our 
meetings, on our bird walks, and in working on 
Club projects.  Any interest in a Saturday-morning 
coffee klatch?
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“SEABIRDERS ARE REAL BIRDERS”
by Craig Storti

Whooosletter regulars know that my English friend 
John comes every year and we head off to parts un-
known so he can add to his life list. Last year and this, we 
went to Washington State, at different times. This year 
the highlight and raison d’etre was to take the famous 
Westport pelagic, operated since 1966 by Westport 
Seabirds who “have produced the longest running data-
base of birds counted at sea in the world” (according to 
their website). 

Our own Bob Ringler of CCBC told me he took their 
pelagic almost 40 years ago (“and I was the sickest I have 
ever been on a boat”). Here is a short blurb from another 
site:

Westport Seabirds offers pelagic birding tours in 
Washington waters from April through October, with trips 
scheduled every weekend during the peak of migration. 
Most trips generally leave the dock at 6:00AM and return 
between 3:00 and 4:00PM. All have experienced leaders on 
board for each trip.

Experienced leaders indeed! These guys know their birds 
and where to find them. I suppose they should, after 43 
years, but still we were in the hands of real pros—who 
were also some of the nicest people you’ll ever meet. One 
of them even brought along cookies she had baked at 
home.

The pelagic is all day, leaving at 6:15AM from the dock 
in Westport, a fishing village, and goes out for close to 
40 miles to the edge of the continental shelf, where the 
sudden plunge in depth brings up all kinds of fish that 
attracts the birds. 

Everything depends on the weather, of course; you’d 
prefer it did not rain and that the ocean was calm 
enough to make the trip safe; it is not a very big boat, 
holding about 20 people. If you’re flying all the way 
from Maryland—not to mention from England—you 
sure hope they don’t have to cancel. Indeed, we took the 
Saturday trip on our weekend in late September, but the 
Sunday trip the next day had to be cancelled.

And we hit the jackpot. The weather was beautiful, after 
a 30-minute shower that did not keep anyone off the 
deck, and the sea was gently rolling. Westport Seabirds, 
as noted above, has been running these pelagics for 43 
years, and this was only the second time that all three 

species of North Pacific Albatross were seen on the 
same trip: Short-tailed, Black-footed, and Laysan. The 
leader got so excited he used an obscenity when the 
Short-tailed made its appearance. In all we saw 25 
species on the pelagic:

Albatross
Short-tailed Albatross 
Black-footed Albatross 
Laysan Albatross 

Alcids
Common Murre
Scrippsi’s Murrelet
Cassin’s Auklet 
Rhinosceros Auklet

Shearwaters
Pink-footed Shearwater 
Buller’s Shearwater 
Sooty Shearwater
Short-tailed Shearwater 

Northern Fulmar
Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel 

Phalaropes
Red-necked Phalarope 
Red Phalarope 

Skuas
Parasitic Jaeger 
Long-tailed Jaegar 
South-polar Skua 

Gulls and Terns
Heerman’s Gull
California Gull
Herring Gull
Western/Glaucous-winged Gull
Sabine’s Gull 
Arctic Tern 
Common Tern

In addition to the birds we also saw the following: 
two Humpback Whales, Dall’s Porpoise, Ocean Sun-
fish, Blue Shark, and Stellers Sealion. Other birds seen 
on the coast (but not on the pelagic) included: Surf 
Scoter, Surfbird, (on the Westport breakwater), West-
ern Grebe, Brown Pelican, and Wandering Tattler
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After our time in Westport we drove to northern 
Washington into the Cascades looking for birds 
we had missed the year before, most especially the 
Three-toed Woodpecker. We did not get the Three-
toed—not for lack of trying—but a Spruce Grouse at 
Roger’s Lake was a nice, unexpected bonus.

Craig Storti is most recently the author of Why Travel 
Matters: A Guide to the Life-Changing Effects of Travel.  
He is currently finishing up his next book, The Hunt for Mt. 
Everest, to be published early 2021 on the 100th 
anniversary of the first expedition to try to climb Mt. Ever-
est.  He is presently several months delinquent in his CCBC 
dues.

2019 Fall Count Summary

The Carroll County Bird Club Fall Count took place on 
September 22, 2019.  Twenty-three observers in twelve 
parties covered a total of 35.85 miles on foot and 220.7 
miles in a vehicle.  Our feeder-watchers also made 
significant contributions. 
 
4,285 individual birds were recorded, belonging to 96 
different species.  This last number was up from 2015 
when we had 93 and tied our 2017 total.  However, we 
did better in 2016 with 105 and 2018 with 107.

There were some good birds seen including 14 warbler 
and 3 vireo species including Yellow-throated.    
Flycatchers include the usual suspects (Eastern 
Wood-Peewee and Eastern Phoebe) with one Acadian 
thrown in for good measure.

All species of woodpeckers that one would expect 
were encountered except for Yellow-bellied Sapsuck-
er.  Red-bellied Woodpeckers were particularly well 
represented. 
 
The swallows eluded us (perhaps they had all left), 
however, 155 Chimney Swifts were counted.  
20 Ruby-throated Hummingbirds also stayed around 
long enough to be included.

Raptors were well represented, including 28 Broad-
winged Hawks and a Northern Harrier.  Screech and 
Barred Owls were listed, however, we dipped on Great 
Horned.

Over twice as many Turkey Vultures as Black Vultures 
were encountered.

Shorebirds included Killdeer, Solitary Sandpiper, and 
both Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs.

Thrushes were well represented with Swainson’s, Her-
mit, and Wood, along with one Veery and the usual 
Robins and Bluebirds.

When it came to sparrows, the teams turned up Chip-
ping, Field, and Song, along with 27 Eastern Towhees.  
Swamp sparrows, however, eluded us.

There was no tally rally.  Thanks to all who partici-
pated, especially Scott Hodgdon who also acted as 
compiler.  The next count will be the Mid-Winter 
Count on Saturday, January 18, 2020.  Bill Ellis will be 
compiling.  Please contact Bill at billellis@ellislist.com 
if you wish to count.

Listed below are the top 20 bird species in terms of 
numbers.  Most, but not all, are pretty predictable.

European Starling  479
Canada Goose   415
Blue Jay    303
Gray Catbird   262
Northern Cardinal  370
Mourning Dove   167
American Crow   161
Chimney Swift   155
Turkey Vulture   146
 and Carolina Wren
American Robin   131
Red-bellied Woodpecker 130
Brown-headed Cowbird  106
Rock Pigeon    95
House Sparrow    92
House Finch    75
Black Vulture    69
Northern Mockingbird   63
Downy Woodpecker   62
Eastern Bluebird   59
 and American Goldfinch
White-breasted Nuthatch  57
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Continued on page 5

Species Profile
Eastern Screech Owl   Megascops asio

Pete Dunne refers to the Eastern Screech Owl as “the owl 
next door”.  Depending on where you live, it may not be 
next door at all, but living on your own property.  Or, 
maybe you would be living on its property.

Screech owls can be rather confiding creatures and feel 
perfectly at home in a suburban tree cavity.  They also 
take readily to boxes set out for them.

They are small, from seven to ten inches tall, with con-
spicuous little ear tufts.  Both sexes look alike, although 
the females may be a bit larger.  Interestingly, there are 
two separate phases or morphs of coloration.  Northern 
birds tend to be gray, while southern ones tend to be 
reddish brown.  The colors are permanent.  Both morphs 
may interbreed.

The Eastern Screech Owl ranges from Canada to the 
Florida Keys and west to Montana.  In the far western 
third of the country, its place is taken by the Western 
Screech Owl, a similar, but separate species.

More likely you will hear one rather than see one though.  
Henry David Thoreau called the whinny song of the 
screech owl “a most solemn graveyard ditty, the mutual 
consolation of suicide lovers.”  He may have spent a bit 
too much time alone in that cabin on Walden Pond.  The 
call is definitely unusual, but not really scary.  

The whinny descends in pitch.  If other species hear 
it during the day, they will mob the singer.  It isn’t 
difficult to imitate.  Birders have done so for years to 
attract songbirds.

More common is what is known as the whistling trill 
or bounce call.  This does sound a bit unearthly.  In 
late winter and early spring, both sexes start belting 
out this monotonous call signaling that they have a 
nest cavity and are ready to begin courtship.  There 
follows some bowing and blinking on the male’s part.   
He also brings the female some tasty tidbits to seal 
the bargain.  The pair may even preen one another 
and perform duets (no doubt like Thoreau’s suicide 
lovers).

Natural cavities or those excavated by woodpeckers 
(usually Northern Flickers) are used.  The owl couple 
may have roosted in the same hole during the winter 
months.  No nest material is added.

Screech owls mate for life.  As such, they are gener-
ally monogamous, except for the occasional lapse in 
judgement on the part of the male when he mates 
with another female as well.  These triangles can get 
rather out of hand.  A second female partner has 
even been known to evict the first, add her eggs to 
the nest, and then incubate all of them herself.

Normally, there are four to five eggs.  These are 
round and white.  The males take no part in the incu-
bation process, however, they do bring food to their 
partners during this period.  Once the eggs hatch 
in about a month, both sexes set about feeding the 
young ones with large insects or small mammals.

Once fledged, the owls’ diets are variously carniv-
orous.  Rats appear to be the largest prey they can 
carry, however, everything else is fair game.  In the 
summer months, insects make up a large portion of 
the menu.  These include katydids, crickets, cicadas, 
moths, etc.  The owls may also raid songbird nests for 
young, wade into shallow water for a frog or crayfish, 
or even snatch earthworms from a wet pavement.

In fall and winter, screech owls live off of small birds 
like sparrows and juncos with the occasional Rock 
Pigeon or Mourning Dove thrown in for good 
measure.
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Continued from page 4

The Eastern Screech Owl is itself preyed upon by Great Horned 
Owls.  Automobiles also take their share. Raccoons, opossums, and 
squirrels may rob its nests.  The average adult lives to be only two or 
three years, although the oldest individual identified from banding 
records lived to be at least 14 years, six months.

In recent years, the screech owl has been declining due in part to 
the popular management method of eliminating dead trees from the 
landscape.  Generally, however, the species is widespread and secure.

The Eastern Screech Owl has quite an impressive list of alternate 
common names.  These include Ghost Owl, Dusk Owl, Little-eared 
Owl, Spirit Owl, Whickering Owl, Little Gray Owl, Mottled Owl, 
Mouse Owl, Cat Owl, Shivering Owl, and Little Horned Owl.

Book Review
Mozart’s Starling by Lyanda Lynn Haupt

I suppose I should begin this review by admitting I 
have a bias against any books about people taking in 
birds (orphaned, injured, or otherwise) and writing 
about what it is like to live with them.  The temptation 
to anthropomorphize is just too great and as soon as 
the bird becomes a “member of the family”, I am ready 
to move on.

However, the title of this book grabbed me.  Mozart’s 
Starling – I couldn’t remember hearing about the 
famous composer ever owning a starling.  Considering 
the fact that I had just murdered one of his composi-
tions for the violin*, I figured that I at least owed it to 
him to check it out.

Indeed, the author states early on that she was unaware 
of the starling connection herself.  It was only after 
reading it somewhere that she decided to investigate 
farther.  It turns out, that the composer purchased the 
bird on May 27, 1784 from a dealer in Graben Street.  
He was living in Vienna at the time.

It was not unusual for the Viennese to own local wild 
birds as pets. Exotic birds such as parrots were also 
available.  These would have been too expensive for 
the composer and probably not available from a street 
vendor. Native birds such as chaffinches, bullfinches, 
doves, and starlings were taken from the nest and 
raised by hand to be sold.  

Mozart himself had kept other birds as a young boy, 
however, there was something special about this 
starling.  According to the composer himself, he 
heard it singing a line from his Piano Concerto No. 
17 in G.  Well, you say, that could have happened.  
After all, Mozart’s work was being played all over 
Vienna.  The starling probably heard it somewhere.

Coincidentally, the composer had only mailed the 
composition to his father in Salzburg the month 
before and it had never been published or played in 
public.  That must be a very special starling.  Or at 
least that is what Mozart thought.  He bought the 
bird and took it home.  In his notebook, he wrote 
the line from his composition and compared it to 
the starling’s rendition.  The two were very close.  
Commenting on the starling’s version, he wrote 
“Das war schön”.  That was wonderful!

What was it like for the composer living with a 
starling that seemed to be able to compose almost 
as well as he did?  What was it like living with a 
starling as a pet?  To find out, the author decided she 
must have one of her own.  

Considering that the European Starling is one of 
the most hated birds in the United States (Haupt 
covers this.) finding one in a pet store wasn’t going 
to be easy.  This was even more complicated by the 
fact that keeping one as a pet was illegal where she 
lived in Seattle.   You could kill all the starlings you 
wanted, but you couldn’t keep one.
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What followed was a quite humorous adventure 
where the author and her husband go out late at night 
and “steal” a starling from a nest that is scheduled 
to be destroyed the next day.  She brought the bird 
home, raised it by hand (Haupt had been a wildlife 
rehabilitator at one time.), and before long it became 
“a member of the family”.

Ok.  That was enough.  I was ready to stop reading.  
Except…

I wanted to know more about the relationship of the 
bird to the composer.  The author did too and decid-
ed to travel to Vienna to visit Mozart’s house and try 
to imagine what it was like living there with the tal-
ented starling.   The composer and his family moved 
around a lot, fourteen apartments in ten years, all of 
which have been destroyed or torn down - except 
one.  Fortunately, that was one of the places Mozart 
lived when he had his pet starling.

Lyanda Haupt spends a lot of time in the Mozart 
home on Domgasse.  The family had moved there 
from cramped quarters on September 29, 1784.  The 
second floor (third to us) apartment was spacious and 
bright.   It still is.  The author travels from room to 
room, describing what she sees and what she imag-
ines it to have been like when the famous composer 
lived there.

The house would have been filled with music.  The 
first year the composer lived there, he wrote six piano 
concertos, one piano quintet, one string quartet, two 
piano sonatas, two sets of variations for piano, and 
dozens of shorter works.  His wife, Constanze, was 
an accomplished singer who no doubt practiced for 
considerable amounts of time.  Then, there were the 
students who came on a regular basis.  And, let’s not 
forget the starling!

However, no creature (be it human or animal) lives 
forever.  Mozart’s father, Leopold, passed away just 
three years after Wolfgang had brought his starling 
home.  Two months later, the bird itself died.  Al-
though he did not travel to Salzburg to attend his fa-
ther’s funeral, Mozart organized an elaborate funeral 
for his starling, even writing this eulogy:

Thinking of this, my heart
Is riven apart.
Oh reader! Shed a tear,
You also, here.
He was not naughty, quite,
But gay and bright,
And under all his brag
A foolish wag.

There is a lot more to this book.  Bird mimicry and 
behavior are dealt with in detail.  There is a lot more 
on Mozart too which makes this a perfect match for 
the birder who enjoys classical music.  The mystery 
of how Mozart’s Starling was able to sing a line from 
the composer’s unpublished and unperformed man-
uscript is also solved (more or less).  I won’t spoil it 
for you by divulging the solution.  Read the book.

*In April 2019, I suddenly decided to take up the 
violin.  My wife is only now getting used to the idea.

No Starlings Allowed

Here is an example of a Chimney Swift Tower, one 
of two at the Nature Discovery Center in Bellaire, 
Texas.

Could similar towers play a role in our club’s 
future conservation activities?   Read the 
President’s Message on page 1.
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Carroll County Bird Club Calendar - January to June 2020

Saturday, January 18 – up to all day
Carroll County Mid-Winter Bird Count – Parties of counters will set their own schedules in their pre-arranged ar-
eas to count winter bird species throughout the County.  Contact Bill Ellis to verify your bird-counting area (billel-
lis@ellislist.com).

Wednesday, February 5 – 7:00 pm, speaker program
Ringler’s Choice by Bob Ringler, and CCBC Planning Discussion at the Carroll Nonprofit Center in Westminster.  
Contact CJ McAuliffe at cjhome@wildblue.net.

Saturday, February 15 -- 8:00 am, half-day trip 
Piney Run Park -- Moderate walking around the lake.  Meet at the parking lot outside the gate to Piney Run Park on 
Martz Road off of White Rock Road.   Dave and Maureen Harvey will be leading this trip.  Please contact them at 
410-795-3117.

Wednesday, March 4 – 7:00, speaker program
Rise and Fall of Northern Goshawks in the Central Appalachians:  Is there reason for conservation concern? by 
David Brinker at the Carroll Nonprofit Center in Westminster.  Contact CJ McAuliffe at cjhome@wildblue.net.

Saturday, March 7 -- 6:00 pm until sometime after dark 
Woodcock Walk at Morgan Run -- Come strain your eyes and ears to appreciate these curious birds as they perform 
their annual courting ritual.  They never let us down!  Meet at the parking lot at the end of Ben Rose Lane.  Contact 
Allan McQuarrie at 410-552-1278 if you plan to attend; if there is no answer, please leave a message.   

Wednesday, April 1 – 7:00 pm, speaker program
The Eagles of Codorus State Park by Karen Lippy at the Carroll Nonprofit Center in Westminster. Contact CJ 
McAuliffe at cjhome@wildblue.net.

Saturday, April 18 -- 7:00 am, half- or all-day trip 
C&O Canal and Antietam Battlefield in Washington County– Scott and Matthew Hodgdon will be leading a 
modest walk in the morning on the C&O Canal towpath at Snyder’s Landing.  We should get some early warblers, 
woodland birds, and maybe some waterfowl on the river.  If you plan to bird all day, bring a lunch and we will go 
to Antietam Battlefield.  At Antietam we should see many field birds:  Eastern Meadowlark, Orioles, and Eastern 
Kingbird.  Meet at the Park-and-Ride on Route 27 just north of I-70 in Mt. Airy.  Parking at the birding sites may be 
limited, so we will carpool.  For more details or to RSVP, contact Scott at 443-280-2480 or scotthodgdon@msn.com. 

Saturday, April 25 – 8:00 am, half-day trip
Krimgold Park.  Come and enjoy a pleasant walk while bird-watching in the park. The park has a lot of open fields, 
four ponds, and tree lines.  We hope to see sparrows, swallows and Horned Larks.  Meet at the last parking lot by 
the pavilion.  For more details or to RSVP, contact Matthew Hodgdon at 301-703-0657 or mhodgdon@msn.com. 

Wednesday, May 6 – 7:00 pm; speaker program
The Breeding Bird Atlas—A Tutorial, by David Smith/Atlas Steering Committee at the Carroll Nonprofit Center in 
Westminster.  Contact CJ McAuliffe at cjhome@wildblue.net.

Saturday, May 9 – up to all day
Carroll County Spring Bird Count – Parties of counters will set their own schedules in their pre-arranged areas to 
count resident and migrant bird species throughout the County.  Contact Scott Hodgdon to verify your bird-count-
ing area (scotthodgdon@msn.com or 443-280-2480).
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Saturday, May 16 – 8:00 am, half-day trip
Hashawha Environmental Center.  Come and enjoy a pleasant walk in the woods and along the stream.  Hashawha 
is one of the hotspots for birding in the county.  We will be looking for vireos, Blue-gray Gnatcatchers, and flycatch-
ers.  Meet at the parking lot at the Bear Branch Nature Center.  For more details or to RSVP, contact Scott Hodgdon 
at 443-280-2480 or scotthodgdon@msn.com.

Saturday, June 6 -- 8:00 am, half-day trip 
Krimgold Park -- Moderate hike. The focus of the outing will be to learn about the Maryland-DC Breeding Bird 
Atlas project, which begins January 1, 2020; to gain insights about how to identify evidence of breeding birds; and 
to document breeding birds from the Krimgold Park Atlas block.  Meet in the lower parking lot just beyond the en-
trance.  Please contact David Smith at lacsmith12@comcast.net or 443-995-4108.

Saturday, June 13 -- 8:00 am, up to all day (Rain date June 20) 
Grassland Birds of Carroll County -- Join Tom Miller as he leads us across the County in search of grassland birds 
and whatever else turns up.  Meet at the Park-and-Ride on Route 32 just south of Route 26 in Eldersburg.  Please 
contact Tom at 410-627-4384.

Saturday, June 27 – 1:00 until ?
Summer Picnic at Amy’s House – Amy Hoffman will again be hosting this annual event for CCBC members and 
their guests only.  Enjoy good food and good company.  Amy has a great pool, so bring your bathing suit.  Contact 
Amy at 410-549-3598 if you plan to attend and to discuss what food item you’ll be bringing.

All meetings of the Carroll County Bird Club will be held at the Carroll Nonprofit Center at 255 Clifton Boulevard in Westminster.  
Directions to the Center may be found online at http://carrollnonprofitcenter.org/directions.html.

Meetings begin at 7:00 pm, with a brief period for socializing followed by the guest speaker.  Afterwards, there will be a short busi-
ness meeting.

The doors of the Carroll Nonprofit Center are set on a timer to lock automatically at 7:15 pm.  CCBC members arriving after the 
doors lock may call CJ McAuliffe at 443-398-6483 for entry.

Continued from page 7
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You’re gonna need a bigger bath!

That’s the first thing I thought of 
when I looked out the window 
at this hawk sitting on our bird 
bath.  The original line, came 
from the mouth of Police Chief 
Martin Brody, played by Roy 
Scheider in the 1975 blockbuster 
Jaws.  He had just taken a good 

look at the size of the killer Great White Shark he was pursuing and 
told the captain “You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

Raptors will bathe, although I doubt that was the plan of this particular 
bird.  I didn’t have time to grab a camera, so I used my phone.

The Last Laugh


