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Many birders have journals filled with trip lists 
lurking in their desk drawers or closets. As you are 
reading this, you are probably thinking of your own 
records and wondering if they should be tossed out 
along with the cobwebs during your next spring clean-
ing. Or maybe you have heard of a natural history 
museum or an online database, and wonder if they 
would like your records. We found ourselves in this 
situation when Dale Twining, our father and grandfa-
ther, passed away in 2014.

The Birder
Dale Twining (1921–2014) was a lifelong birder 

who kept meticulous records of his observations. He 
started birding as a boy scout in the 1930s, when he 
pursued Bird Study as one of his merit badges. His 
Bird Study merit badge examiner was Mr. Everett 
Griscom, whose house and property later became the 
Briar Bush Nature Center in Abington, 
PA. The young Dale had compiled a 
life list that included shorebirds that 
Mr. Griscom, having never been to the 
shore, had never seen. Needless to say, 
the older birder was impressed! As a 
teenager, when Dale joined the DVOC, 
he was told he had the “best applica-
tion for membership” among his 
group of applicants. He later became 
a Fellow and Councilor of the club, 
and an active member for an incred-
ible 77 years. Dale was also a member 
for over 50 years of the Wyncote Bird 
Club, which later became the Wyncote 
Audubon Society.

Dale’s bird notes are primarily 
from the Philadelphia area where he 
spent most of his life, but also include 
trips to New Jersey, the Poconos, 
across North America, and to the 
South Pacific during World War II. 
In addition to recording bird obser-
vations, Dale also included notes of 

unusual mammals, insects, and plants. In his later 
years, he was worried that his records would go to 
waste, and even contemplated throwing them out 
himself. We were inspired by stories of changes he had 
noticed in bird populations during his lifetime and 
wanted to somehow preserve his records for poster-
ity. Our hope was that his records could be combined 
with other historical records, to document how bird 
populations changed during Dale’s lifetime, and in so 
doing aid science and the conservation of the species 
that he knew so well.

The Notebooks
When Dale passed away, he left behind over 75 

years of records, starting in 1935. These observa-
tions were handwritten in 10 notebooks, plus ancil-
lary binders and inserts. Some of these books are quite 
fragile. The notes vary in format; some are complete 
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Dale Twining (left) with his birding mentor, Shorty Rolston, at Cape May Point in 
the 1930s.
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trip lists and others are incidental observations. Some 
include very detailed descriptions of who was on the 
birding trip, how they got to their destination, where 
they stayed, what they ate for lunch, and maps of the 
area. Others are yard lists recorded at his home of over 
50 years in Wyncote, PA. He also included pamphlets 
from destinations he visited and newspaper clippings 
related to the birds or birding locations.

Some of Dale’s entries would be of interest to his-
torians. For example, one entry for a DVOC Christ-
mas Census at Cape May lists these locations: Little 
Pig Pen Crossing, Horse Heaven, and an ice barn. The 
New England Creek was also mentioned, which was 
replaced by the Cape May Canal in 1942–43.

Some of Dale’s stories elicit a laugh now, but may 
not have been funny at the time. Anyone familiar with 
Christmas Bird Counts will appreciate the following 
excerpt: 

December 27, 1980 
Brigantine Xmas Count

COLD! 10 degrees when I left home at 3:45am, 
drove to Olympic Diner in Egg Harbor City. 
Arrived 5:30am. Had breakfast with group who 
were participating in Count. Charlie Wonderly 
came from his sister-in-law’s home in Lovela-
dies, Long Beach Island. We drove both cars 
down to Brigantine Island. Parked Charlie’s. 
Covered our territory in my van – and by foot. 
BITTER COLD & WINDY. My fingers got so 
cold and stiff I had difficulty turning key in 
ignition. Had to jump start Charlie’s car at Brig. 
Island. After covering our area, we went to Ref-
uge, drove around dike, but everything frozen 
– very few birds. Turned in our list to Jim Merrit 
in Refuge meeting room.

Jump started Charlie’s car again – dead bat-
tery – drove down to Cape May Court House 
– Left Charlie’s car at gas station – Ate dinner 
at [DVOC member Norman J.] McDonald’s 
– On down to Cape May Point – visited with 
Doris McLaughlin for awhile, then to Bill Bai-
ley’s home to spend the night – Very pleasant 
and comfortable.

The Project
Once we decided to save these important records, 

we were faced with a question: “Now what?” We wanted 
to digitize them and make them accessible to scientists 
for research, but that would require hours and hours 
of work. We reached out to several organizations for 
assistance. The Wyncote Audubon Society agreed to 
provide financial support, networking opportunities, 
and several of their members stepped forward to vol-
unteer. The Audubon Science Office hosted our initial 
volunteer training. The Briar Bush Nature Center pro-
vided ongoing meeting space for our volunteers and 
helped spread the word and recruit volunteers. We 
would not have made so much progress without all 
of them!

In order to facilitate data entry by volunteers, we 
created online spreadsheets and a training manual. 
We made photocopies of the record books so that the 
originals could be kept safe, while the copies were split 
into smaller packets and distributed to volunteers. 

Scan of one of Dale’s early yard lists from 1937, when he was 
living in North Hills, PA. The numbers 14, 15, 16, and 17 indi-
cate the days of the month.
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An excerpt from one of Dale’s record books detailing a 1938 trip to Tinicum, PA.
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We started weekly meetings for volunteers to work 
together and to ask us questions. Some of our vol-
unteers are expert birders while others are tech savvy, 
so we found it useful for volunteers to collaborate so 
as to better share their skills. Some volunteers joined 
our weekly meetings, while other preferred to work 
from home. Students from a local high school received 
Honor Society Service Credit while working from 
their school library.

The volunteers have enjoyed being a part of this 
project. Some chose to participate since they remem-
ber birding with Dale and others 
heard of similar records that had 
been lost when the author passed 
away. Some volunteers joined the 
project as a way to contribute to citi-
zen science. By entering this histori-
cal data, we can assist scientists who 
track declines, rebounds, and range 
changes in bird populations and 
thereby aid in conservation efforts. 
Volunteers are noticing trends as they 
enter data. For example, the Eastern 
Meadowlark (Sturnella magna) and 
Northern Bobwhite (Colinus virgin-
ianus) appear often in Dale’s older 
checklists but are not common in the 
Philadelphia suburbs anymore.

Once involved with the project, 
volunteers enjoy reading the stories 
that Dale included with his species 
checklists. Some compare it to going 
back in time and reliving his bird-
ing trips with friends and family. On 
the DVOC Cape May Point Christ-
mas Count on December 22, 1940, 
Dale and his fellow birders saw 800 
Yellow-rumped Warblers (Setophaga 
coronata). It’s fun to imagine see-
ing so many warblers at one time! 
In another entry, Dale recorded 12 
American Kestrels (Falco sparverius) 
on March 7, 1980 at the Octoraro 
Reservoir near Oxford, PA. Dale had 
a sense of humor and noted on his 
yard list that one heart-shaped toy 
balloon was seen on October 18, 

1984. Dale clearly enjoyed his birding trips for social 
reasons as well and recorded details about where they 
stayed and what they ate along the way. Here’s what 
some of the volunteers say is their favorite part about 
volunteering with the project:

“I love reading all of the anecdotes about food, 
people, and the sheer joy of what was seen.”

“My favorite part is learning all the species 
Dale recorded and his anecdotes accompanying 
them.”

Dale also kept a pair of ancillary notebooks where he listed additional information 
about each species on his life list. This page shows a 1938 entry for the Greater Snow 
Goose.

DVOC birders in a boat during a trip to Cobb Island, VA on July 4, 1936. Norman 
McDonald and Phillip A. Livingston are on the left. Dale is second from the right 
with wet hair. Shorty Rolston is on the far right.
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“Remembering Dale, and the many things he 
taught me. Interacting with others who are 
working on the project. Enjoying, vicariously, 
the many driving trips that Dale, Jeanette and 
Wendy took all over North America.”

“Re-experiencing Dale’s birding outings, it’s like 
going back in time.”

As the project progressed, we came across chal-
lenges that we had to address. To start, the project has 
grown and taken longer than we originally expected. 
The data entry and uploading is an evolving pro-
cess and we are learning and improving as we go. We 
appreciate all the volunteers who have helped us along 
the way.

The common names of many bird species have 
changed since Dale recorded his early checklists. For 
example, the species recorded as “Baldpate” is now 
known as American Wigeon (Anas americana) and 
the “Migrant Shrike” is now called the Loggerhead 
Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus). Sometimes these name 
changes required some detective work. We found old 
field guides to be especially useful, in addition to Cor-
nell University’s All About Birds website (https://www.
allaboutbirds.org/, H. Powell ed.). We put together a 
reference list of name changes and Dale’s abbrevia-
tions to help volunteers.

Places have also changed, often drastically, over the 
last 80 years, making some locations difficult to find. 
We highly recommend entering data while the birder 
is still alive to answer questions and clarify their notes. 
Some names are the same, for example the Churchville 
Reservoir, but other places were quite rural and known 
by alternative names such as “North Hills Woods.” We 
also found that members of local historical societ-
ies and people who have lived in the area awhile may 
remember what places used to be called.

As a teenager birding in his yard in North Hills, 
Pennsylvania, Dale noted bird species in the order 
in which he saw them. On official birding trips in 
later years, he started noting numbers of each species 
and writing species names in taxonomic order. This 
change may have occurred once he obtained a field 
guide. It has been interesting to see the progression of 

this birder’s method and also how bird taxonomy has 
changed throughout his lifetime.

Dale saw many species that were unusual when he 
observed them. He often indicated these by underlin-
ing, using exclamation points, or adding descriptions. 
For example, he once saw Baltimore Orioles (Icterus 
galbula) at his feeder in the winter. He also saw species 
that were common at that time, but are now unusual 
in that location, often because of habitat changes, 
marshes becoming housing developments and shop-
ping centers, etc. Sometimes these observations are 
flagged in eBird because they would be unexpected 
today.

The Mission
After volunteers entered Dale’s observations into 

spreadsheets, the data was proofread and uploaded 
to eBird.org (Cornell University, Ithaca, NY), to share 
with scientists and the public. Launched in 2002 by the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology and National Audubon 
Society, eBird is an international online citizen sci-
ence database that expert birders and beginners use to 
report bird sightings and to log their personal birding 
checklists. After submitting observations, users can opt 
to share their sightings with others in the eBird com-
munity, allowing the data to be included in interactive 
maps and graphs. The eBird site also includes photos, 
sound clips, and checklists of what to expect at birding 
hotspots. This rapidly growing database contributes 
to research and conservation as scientists draw on the 
data to track trends in bird populations. These data 
have been used in hundreds of publications covering 
a range of topics within ecology, ornithology, and sci-
entific methodology, and a major goal of eBird is to 
acquire more historical records, to expand the data-
set back in time, to help interpret changes observed in 
the massive amount of data generated by 21st century 
birders.

There have been many changes in bird popula-
tions in recent history, and to understand the trends 
we need to compare modern and historical birding 
records. After World War II, there was an increase in 
housing developments and use of chemical pesticides 
and herbicides; Dale’s records document a period of 
time before bird populations were affected by those 
factors. His notes also confirm that ‘southern’ birds 
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A map of the Cape May Point territory covered in the 1939 DVOC Christmas Census.
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such as the Red-bellied Woodpecker (Melanerpes caro-
linus) and Northern Mockingbird (Mimus polyglottos) 
were once rare in Philadelphia. Their common status 
today reflects a northward range shift, which can be 
studied further with historical records in eBird. Nate 
Rice, ornithology collections manager at the Academy 
of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, mentioned 
that historical birding records can help us answer an 
important question: If bird numbers are declining, 
are they declining everywhere or are they moving into 
new areas? Additional historical records in eBird will 
allow us to better answer these types of questions.

During his life, Dale noticed many shifts in bird 
populations and habitats around the Philadelphia 
area. He observed how urban development drastically 
changed many areas in southeastern Pennsylvania and 
New Jersey from marshes, woods, and farmland, to 
townhouses and shopping malls. He often commented 
that many species that were once common are now 
rare. On the other hand, species such as the Bald Eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) have increased in number. 
Dale’s data have not been analyzed yet for statistically 
significant trends, but they appear on eBird maps. For 
example, if you search for Northern Bobwhite sight-
ings between 1900 and 1950, one of his checklists 
appears at North Hills, PA.

It is important to digitize as many historical bird-
ing records as possible. With more records, researchers 
will be better able to trace the environmental history 
of climate change, pesticide use, and urban develop-
ment as they have affected bird populations in the 
past century. This historical perspective will improve 
our understanding of bird populations and allow us 
to look to the past to guide our actions for the future. 
Organizations such as the National Audubon Society 
use historical birding data from individuals to provide 

baselines for their work. This allows land conservation 
and legislative efforts to be more effective and better 
support the bird populations of today and in the com-
ing years.

What about entering your early birding records 
into eBird? As you can see, historical records are being 
used and they are very useful to science. It is well 
worth entering your records and we hope you will do 
it. While unearthing and entering all of your checklists 
into eBird may seem daunting, we suggest starting by 
entering one list at a time. Perhaps you could enter a 
checklist from today’s date, 10 years ago, and then one 
from 30 years ago. It will be a fun way to reminisce and 
compare those species to what you see today. Give it a 
try and see how it goes.
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Anyone with questions about our project or how you 
can digitize your own records should feel free to con-
tact us (daletwiningbirdingrecords@gmail.com). We 
are happy to share our methods and tips that we’ve 
learned along the way. Happy Birding!

[Editor’s note: Another initiative is now underway 
to digitize the birding records of Julian K. Potter and 
other prolific early DVOC listers. In 2015, over 100 
historic Potter lists were entered into eBird under the 
account DVOCHISTORY, with the help of DVOC 
members and student volunteers at the Academy of 
Natural Sciences of Drexel University.]
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