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Historical Records of Canada Jay (Perisoreus canadensis) in Pennsylvania  
Matthew R. Halley 

Pennsylvania was “ground zero” for the development of 
ornithology in the United States during the 18th and 19th centuries, 
and the bird life of the Commonwealth has been surveyed more 
completely (and for longer duration) than almost any geographical 
area in the United States. Nevertheless, some notable records have 
evidently faded from our collective memory. Here, I draw attention 
to three specimens of Canada Jay (Perisoreus canadensis) taken in 
Montgomery, Philadelphia, and Lancaster counties, respectively, 
and at least four independent sightings recorded in other counties. 
None of the specimens is extant, to my knowledge, but they are all 
clearly documented in primary and/or secondary sources. 

An entry dated October 21, 1836, in the unpublished 
Accessions Ledger of the Philadelphia (Peale) Museum, now 
preserved in the Historical Society of Pennsylvania (HSP, coll. 
0481), reads [sic]: “One Canad Jay, killed in Abbington Township, 
Montgomy Cy [Pennsylvania] / Pres. by Johnathan Tyson” (Fig. 1). 
To my knowledge, this record has never before appeared in print. It 
was evidently a different specimen than the one (or two?) 
mentioned by Audubon (1842: 124), secured in Pennsylvania 
during the same month: “Mr. Titian Peale has obtained [the Canada 
Jay] in the neighborhood of Philadelphia, and I have the body of 
one procured there by himself in October 1836.” Both these records 
seem to have been associated with extreme weather events; 
according to Peirce (1847: 205), October 1836 was an exceptionally 
cold month with sustained northwestern and easterly winds and the 
coldest night on record between 1790 and 1846 — 12°F below zero! 

A third specimen record was noted by Warren (1890: 201): 
“Dr. A. C. Treichler, of Elizabethtown, has one [specimen of P. 
canadensis] in his collection which was captured in Lancaster 
county, February, 1889. This is the only specimen, so far as I can 
learn, that has been taken in Pennsylvania during the last twenty-
five years.” Details of the 1889 record were repeated by Stone 
(1894: 103). Treichler also observed yet another individual near 
Elizabethtown in the winter of 1890, according to a retrospective 
(1923) account written by his son (Beck 1924: 1117): “During the 
winter of 1890 my father (Dr. A. C. Treichler) with whom I was 
riding not far from Elizabethtown, stopped his sleigh to show me a 
‘whiskey jack’ sitting tamely on the fence a few yards away.” 

To my knowledge, no specimens of P. canadensis were 
collected in Pennsylvania during the 20th or 21st centuries, although 
there were several plausible sight records (reviewed by 
McWilliams and Brauning 2000: 287): (1) an unpublished letter 
cited by Todd (1923: 379), from A. R. Hillard to O. E. Jennings, 
which mentions a “tame” individual observed in February 1923 at 
Clarington (Forest Co.); (2) a recurring individual seen at Stony 
Creek Mills near Reading (Berks Co.), between 21 May–12 July 
1960, recorded in an unpublished manuscript by Earl L. Poole; (3) 
a report from Grove City (Mercer Co.) on 30 December 1960 (AFN 
15: 330); and (4) a report near Somerset (Somerset Co.) on 29 
December 1961 (Grom 1962). Like the two specimen records from 
1836, it is notable that most sightings in the 20th century were 
clustered during the winters of 1960–61, which may indicate an 

association with extreme winter weather. Furthermore, it seems 
likely that there were occasional sight records in Pennsylvania 
during the 19th century, because when Turnbull (1869: 54) wrote 
that P. canadensis was “a rare straggler to the northern counties of 
Pennsylvania” during winter, the only specimens (of which we now 
have knowledge) had been collected in Philadelphia and 
Montgomery counties (see Warren 1890: 201). 

In summary, at least three specimens of P. canadensis have 
been collected in Pennsylvania, including a previously unknown 
record documented by a primary source (Fig. 1), in addition to 
multiple plausible sightings during the 20th century. These various 
records likely served as the evidentiary basis for including the 
phrase “accidental in southeastern Pennsylvania (Philadelphia)”, 
and for including “northwestern Pennsylvania” in the regular 
wintering range of P. canadensis, in the Check-list of North 
American birds, 5th edition (AOU 1957: 367). In my opinion, these 
records should be more than sufficient to secure a position for this 
species on the official Pennsylvania Bird List, as compiled by the 
Pennsylvania Ornithological Records Committee (PORC), and on 
the respective county lists. 
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Figure 1.Digital photograph of Philadelphia (Peale) Museum Accessions Ledger, entry dated October 21, 1836 (HSP, coll. 
0481), taken by Matthew R. Halley. 


