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Swainson’s Warbler at Jakes Landing, Cape May County, New Jersey

On May 1, 2002, during a Cape May Bird Observatory (CMBO) “Birding By Ear” walk at Jakes Landing

Road, Karen Johnson (a CMBO Associate Naturalist) and I heard a songster we couldn’t place. Karen had first

heard it at 7:15 a.m. on her way to meet the CMBO group at the end of Jakes Landing Road. After leisurely

birding our way back up Jakes Landing Road, we again came upon Karen’s mystery songster.

The bird was close and singing loudly for a half hour before we actually saw it. It sang again and again from

the same spot, not moving. Its call sounded much like a Hooded Warbler and somewhat like a Louisiana

Waterthrush, but not quite. It was maddening for Karen and me. When we finally found it we were amazed at

how close it was, right next to the road. The song was ventriloquistic; hence the difficulty we had in finding it.

Having enjoyed Swainson’s Warblers in South Carolina, I immediately recognized it when I finally locked

onto it with my scope. We immediately shared with our group how exciting this bird was and how unusual. Many

on the CMBO walk were brand new to birding by ear and just beginning to learn and enjoy expected migrants

and South Jersey’s regular breeders. It was a life bird for all but me. Our entire “Birding By Ear” group had

excellent and lengthy looks through my Leica APO Televid scope as the bird continued to sing repeatedly from

the same perch.

As soon as we identified the Swainson’s Warbler, we made a cell phone call to CMBO. Soon a steady

parade of visitors and locals journeyed to Jakes Landing. Many calls and e-mails later resulted in hundreds of

birders getting to hear, or sometimes see, the Jakes Landing Swainson’s Warbler throughout the month of May.

It was not surprising that some had to visit repeatedly before actually seeing the bird. Despite its cooperative

singing, it was almost always difficult to see because of its secretive nature and its ventriloquistic singing. Many

observers agreed that its song was often not like that of a “classic” Swainson’s Warbler song.

Each year during New Jersey Audubon Society’s World Series of Birding, I lead the CMBO Cape May

Century Run Team along with a host of other leaders. Our team is usually the largest, often with 30 or more

participants and leaders. On May 11, 2002, our team added the Swainson’s Warbler to our day’s tally at 6:45 p.m.

Of interest, many of the 67 teams heard or saw the Swainson’s Warbler, so it contributed greatly to the funds

raised for conservation efforts that day!

The bird remained in full song until May 25. Out of the 17 or so New Jersey Swainson’s Warbler records,

this bird was probably the first one to occur on territory in habitat very much like its preferred breeding habitat

in the south. It remained for nearly a month in the stretch of Jakes Landing Road where the dense understory is

thick with Mountain Laurel. It was a prime example of the merits and joy of “birding by ear.”

Pat Sutton

129 Bucks Ave.

Cape May Court House, N.J. 08210

A Summering White-throated Sparrow in Delaware

I first noticed him in my yard on May 18, 2002. He was the only one left out of the dozen or so White-

throated Sparrows (Zonotrichia albicollis) which frequent my tiny yard in Claymont, DE each winter. When he

appeared again on May 29/30 and then started singing loudly and beautifully during the first week in June, I

began to pay more attention. I had had a White-throated Sparrow in my yard as late as June 12 in 1997 but not

waking me up with its singing. He was difficult to see, appearing in the relative gloom of dawn and dusk under



Cassinia 54

General Notes

the hemlocks. On June 10, I finally caught a good view of him and he had a droopy right wing. Oh-oh, I thought,

not long for him, poor wee bugger. He continued to sing down by the stream very early every morning, my notes

giving dates of July 3 and 20. My yard has peripatetic cats, obese rats, and marauding raccoons; and my

neighbor has a very active and vocal Jack Russell terrier. I had Gary, the overwintering Cooper’s Hawk, and

itinerant Sharpies. I began to develop a strong empathy with my sparrow, a hundred miles south of his breeding

range, but still feeling the urge ... and resilient. In August he was there on the 3rd and the 28th. Up until now, I

had only seen him scratching on the ground, in the ground ivy, sometimes under the feeders and in the wood

brush pile. I assumed that he was flightless. On September 5th, I saw him at 12 feet off the ground and my heart

sang - he’s regained the ability to fly. Then I saw him come to the ground feeding station jumping from twig to

twig, descending one to two feet at a time, and after breakfast, jumping back in equal increments into “safety”

higher in the tree. I was late for work that day, but not before I’d named him Shackleton for sheer courage and

endurance. Glimpses of him on the 18th and 30th showed that he’d molted and, although the flight feathers

appeared fresh, the right side still drooped slightly. He persisted in keeping to a crepuscular feeding ritual,

making close observation tricky. On October 1, I saw him fly horizontally 4-5 feet twice and land safely and

confidently. I had to look really hard to see the damaged wing; it was there, but few others, without the annual

history of this survivor, would have spotted it. My yard was invaded with White-throats on October 18 and I

could not detect Shackleton amongst them as they danced around each other, like the survivors on Elephant

Island when Sir Ernest returned from South Georgia to rescue them in 1916.

Colin Campbell

1006 Parkside Blvd

Claymont, DE 19703

Colony of Breeding Mourning Warblers in Eastern Pennsylvania

On June 15, 2002, several male Mourning Warblers (Oporornis philadelphia) were observed at close

range breeding in the High Knob Natural Area, 6 miles northwest of Eagles Mere, Sullivan County, Pennsylvania.

The observers were Roger (“Skip”) Conant, Francis Windfelder, Dr. Erica Brendel, Sandra Sherman, and me.

Skip Conant, who has monitored these birds, reports that this colony of breeding Mourning Warblers has

consisted of 5-6 pairs and has been present for approximately 4 years.

High Knob is a raised upland about 2000 feet above sea level. The birds breed there in an area of clearings

and cut-over lands having abundant raspberry bushes with occasional trees, tree stumps, and many low thickets.

Although Mourning Warbler was first recorded by Alexander Wilson in Philadelphia (hence its scientific

name), few nesting records have ever been found close to Philadelphia. During the Pennsylvania Breeding Bird

Atlas in the 1980s, the only confirmed breeding records were in the northwestern counties of the state (Brauning,

Daniel W., Atlas of Breeding Birds in Pennsylvania, 1992).

This colony of Mourning Warblers in Sullivan County is about a three-hour drive from Philadelphia.

Chris Walters

324 Hathaway Lane

Wynnewood, PA 19096

First Record of Sandhill Cranes Breeding in Eastern Pennsylvania

On June 16, 2002, I was fortunate to be among a group of DVOC birders that saw a pair of Sandhill Cranes

(Grus canadensis) and their two fledged young feeding in a farm field in northern Sullivan County, Pennsylvania.

We were led to the spot by Roger (“Skip”) Conant, a summer resident of the area who had been there previously.
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Others in the party were Sandra Sherman, Francis Windfelder, and Dr. Erica Brendel. Photographs taken by

Windfelder were shown at a later DVOC meeting.

Local farmers had reported seeing crane-like birds in the area the previous two summers. These reports,

however, could not be verified until 2002, when breeding was confirmed.

This appears to be the first breeding record for Sandhill Cranes in Eastern Pennsylvania (Poole, Pennsylvania

Birds, 1964: Brauning, Atlas of Breeding Birds in Pennsylvania, 1992). Other than the non-migrating races of

Sandhills in Florida and Mississippi, Sandhill Cranes normally breed in a broad belt in North America from

Ontario and Michigan west to British Columbia and north to Alaska and eastern Siberia.  Several breeding

records exist for western Pennsylvania in the 1993-1995 period; e.g., Lawrence County (1993), Crawford

County (1995), as well as eastern Ohio. Among the occasional accidental records of single migrating Sandhills

in eastern Pennsylvania are sightings on the Octorara Reservoir flats in Chester County on March 3, 1990, by

multiple observers, and my own brief sighting of one at Springton Reservoir, Delaware County, on January 18,

1986.

Interestingly, there is fossil evidence that Sandhill Cranes long ago existed in the Northeast. Such a record

has been found from the Pleistocene period in Monmouth County, New Jersey (Bull, Birds of the New York

Area, 1964). Other fossils from Nebraska more than six million years old make the Sandhill Crane one of the

oldest still-living species of bird.

Chris Walters

324 Hathaway Lane

Wynnewood, PA 19096

Shorebirds Using a Makeshift Site for Refueling

 
My local bicycling circuit includes a strip of road (Hay Road) close to the Delaware River in northern

Delaware which has a coal-fired power plant, the local sewage works and the Cherry Island landfill. Not too

scenic, but interesting ... and little traffic. On July 15, 2002, I was intrigued by a small flock of peeps passing

over the road towards the river and I took time out to check the top of a twenty foot rise bordering the sewage

works whence the birds had come. There, two pipes conveyed semi-solid black lumps from the treatment plant

into piles which were periodically bulldozed into uneven heaps in an area of about 4 acres. Accustomed to the

usual smell associated with these works (and it’s exactly the same odor in the UK - where I used to look for

Green Sandpipers - as in the US, in case you’re asking), I was immediately aware of bird activity almost at my

feet. A small weed-fringed pond contained two Lesser Yellowlegs, two Dunlin, a Spotted Sandpiper, three

Solitary Sandpipers and a dozen peeps - Semipalmated Sandpipers. I stood astride my bike astounded. I pedaled

home at record speed and returned by car with a camera. I checked this tiny pond many times in the next few

weeks and, of course, the number of shorebirds slowly diminished as the migratory season wore on. Then the

bulldozers turned their attention to smoothing everything out and the pond was lost. Then the treatment plant

closed that particular gate to itinerant cyclists, birders and sniffers. But it showed me that suitable habitat, no

matter how transient, can act as a magnet for birds.

 
Colin Campbell

1006 Parkside Blvd

Claymont, DE 19703
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Say’s Phoebe at Cape May Point, New Jersey

On October 21, 2002, an adult Say’s Phoebe (Sayornis saya) was observed off of Sunset Blvd. at the old

magnesite plant area. All field marks were well seen on this bird at close range. After I told people at the hawk

watch platform about the phoebe, many people clearly saw it at the plant area. This is my second sighting of this

species in New Jersey. There were also many Eastern Phoebes (Sayornis phoebe) in this area as well.

John C. Miller

1220 Prospect Ave.

Prospect Park, PA 19076
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Large Movement of Eastern Phoebes in Southern New Jersey

Large numbers of moving and feeding Eastern Phoebes (Sayornis phoebe) were seen from my hawk banding

blind while I was banding raptors in Cape May on October 21, 2002. During the eight hours that I was in the

banding blind, I estimated that approximately a thousand plus Phoebes went by the area. My blind was located

off of Sunset Blvd. Others birding in this area of Cape May also saw this movement. There were large numbers

of Pheobes seen on my way back to the apartment where I was staying for the week while I was banding raptors.

Also on October 21, there was a good number of Eastern Bluebirds (Sialia sialis) and American Piptis (Anthus

rubescens) moving through the area as well.

John C. Miller

1220 Prospect Ave.

Prospect Park, PA 19076

White-faced Ibis in Salem County, New Jersey

On 25 March 2003 I stopped at a farm on route 540 two miles south of the Delaware Memorial Bridge to

look at a flock of thirty Glossy Ibis that were feeding close to the road in a damp meadow. One of the birds

looked different, being duller and browner than the others, and was longer-legged, appearing taller. It had a red

eye and lacked the white edge to the facial skin of the rest of the group. The facial skin was pinkish (versus

grayish), and the legs were brighter red at the joints. The neck and under parts were lighter brown, rather than

reddish-brown as in the alternate plumaged Glossy Ibises. The wing feathers had a golden tinge instead of the

green gloss of the other birds. I identified it as a White-faced Ibis in basic plumage. It was a rare inland record

for New Jersey, the second for Salem County.

Paul Driver

915 Melrose Ave.

Elkins Park, PA 19027

Long-billed Curlew at Brigantine, New Jersey

On the afternoon of 1 September 2001 I was at the Edwin B. Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge (Brigantine)

with my son Robert and his friend David Wheeler. We were traveling along the north dike after having observed

a previously-reported Red-necked Phalarope, when we stopped a little further on to observe a Whimbrel. There

were a number of interesting birds there, including Gull-billed and Caspian Tern, which kept us at the spot for

about a half hour. At that point a bird flew in beside the Whimbrel, half again as tall and long, with a bill about

twice the length. It lacked the crown stripes of the Whimbrel. A curlew! The brown rump ruled out Eurasian

Curlew, and the all-dark underwings ruled out that species and Far Eastern Curlew. It was a Long-billed Curlew.

We watched it feed on invertebrates in the short grass and shallow water at the edge of the pool, in close

proximity to the Whimbrel, for an hour, only about 40 yards away, until the light began to wane.

Unfortunately, the bird was not subsequently relocated that year. This became only the second accepted

record for Long-billed Curlew in New Jersey in modern times. At the time, the only other record in the previous

hundred years was at Cape May Point on 9 October 1987. Then, the next year, a Long-billed Curlew stayed at

North Wildwood from 30 September 2002 to 24 April 2003, and one was at Stone Harbor Point from 11 October

to 14 December 2003. The question is: were all these sightings the same bird?

Paul Driver

915 Melrose Ave.

Elkins Park, PA 19027
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