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Obituaries

tional Airport. He drove through the Tinicum marshes 
every day getting to work.

John did multiple CBCs for over 50 years and 
truth be told he was occasionally known to leave his 
assigned area and venture into other territories, often 
finding rare birds not found by that area’s assigned 
team. Once, while counting in Gloucester County, NJ, 
he and Nick “happened to find themselves” in some-
one else’s territory when they accidentally crossed 
paths with that area’s team. Oops! They asked if John 
had found any Northern Saw-whet Owls (Aegolius 
acadicus). Much to their surprise, John replied: “Like 
this one?” The bird was neatly tucked away in Nick’s 
wool hat. John had plucked the owl off a tree branch a 
few minutes earlier and was walking to his car to band 
it before returning it to its roost.

Another peculiarity of John was how he gave direc-
tions. It only helped if you knew where every rarity 
had been seen in the past. He used no street names, 

only trees and natural features that signaled where you 
should turn and how far to proceed.

I never saw John without a tiny spiral note pad and 
a nub of a pencil in the breast pocket of his plaid shirt. 
Every day he recorded the birds he saw. A few years 
before he died, he sent each checklist reporting shore-
birds to the International Shorebird Survey and in 
2016 all those data showed up in the eBird review list 
for Philadelphia. There were 966 exceptional records 
from his checklists, and I have had the pleasure of 
reviewing them while remembering my friend and 
mentor, much as Nick did when he received the 20,000 
daily checklists from John’s widow.

Johnny Miller died on August 11, 2009 at the age 
of 73 after a brief illness from lung cancer that went 
undiagnosed. He was a member of DVOC since 1951.

Doris McGovern
Media, PA

My cousin Sam was a quiet man, until you got 
him talking. Sammy (as I called my first cousin once 
removed) had terminal cancer when I visited him in 
his apartment in Cape May to ask him about his story. 
Sammy was my father’s cousin. At 83, he 
was 13 years older than my father. He was 
the kind of relative that you didn’t run into 
growing up. I may have never met him if it 
wasn’t for my interest in birding. At some 
point in the late 80s when my interest in 
birds became something my wonderful 
parents noticed and embraced, my Aunt 
Joanie suggested we link up with our long-
lost bird-banding cousin Sammy. Most of 
my time with Sammy was in a bird blind 
in Cape May, where he was happy to talk 
about hawks and his long career as a hawk 
bander.

Sam was born in Eastwick in South-
west Philadelphia. He was a meadow rat. 
Our beloved John Heinz NWR was his 

backyard. This was a neighborhood of tiny houses 
with outhouses. Most of it was condemned by emi-
nent domain for the airport and Korman Suites. 
Some of the land was never built on. When we bird 
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the woodcock display grounds near John Heinz NWR 
today, we tread on top of the filled in foundations of 
Sammy’s old neighborhood. His childhood best friend 
was Johnny Miller. Johnny stayed in Philly and is a 
legend in our natural history circles. Before Johnny 
taught him to band professionally, and legally, Sammy 
used wire to band grackles when he was in junior high 
school in the late 1940s. Pete Dunne said the only 
birders he knew who could bird without binoculars 
were Johnny and Sammy. They were young and poor, 
so they made do with that they had. Their eyes were 
the stuff of legend. Sammy joined DVOC over 50 
years ago. He became a life member in the 80s. Johnny 
Miller was his sponsor.

Sammy happened upon a banding blind while 
birding in Cape May. He waited all day until the band-
ers came out and asked them how he could help. They 
gave him Bill Clark’s number because they needed 
more banders. He ended up banding there for at least 
45 seasons, and for 10 years he led the banding opera-
tions.

He joined the Navy in 1956 and was a photogra-
pher on patrol bombers for 10 years. While stationed 

in Midway, he assisted with albatross banding. After 
the Navy, he worked for the Army as a photographer at 
Fort Sill Oklahoma. There, he also continued banding. 
Sammy would primarily trap red-tail hawks, but he 
also banded ferruginous, red-shouldered, Swainson’s, 
harriers, kestrels, Mississippi kites and songbirds. He 
even banded a vagrant Harris’s Hawk there. While in 
Oklahoma, he contributed most of the field data for 
the Army Corps of Engineers’ report on the avifauna 
of Fort Sill. He co-authored a paper on the prevalence 
of screw-worm in red-tailed hawk nests and found the 
largest roost of harriers with over 1,000 birds. During 
this time, Sammy still banded every fall in Cape May, 
where he eventually retired.

One of my favorite memories was the first time I 
saw Sammy band a Peregrine Falcon. The bird was 
relentless stooping on the lures. Sammy was reach-
ing up, to the side, and below, working different lures, 
and then eventually sprung a bow trap on the falcon. 
Sammy looked back at me and said: “You just saw the 
best on both sides of the line.”

Anthony W. Croasdale
Philadelphia, PA

“Skip” Conant was born January 22, 1930 and 
passed away on July 13, 2015. A DVOC member since 
1987, he had a strong connection with the club, as 
well as a fascinating family legacy. He was a descen-
dant of Roger Conant, the founder of Salem, Mas-
sachusetts.

Skip was also the son of Roger Conant, who was a 
world-renowned herpetologist, author, and a Curator 
and Director of the Philadelphia Zoo. Skip was sur-
vived by his wife of over 60 years, Virginia “Ginny” 
Conant (née Phillips), 5 daughters, 10 grandchildren 
and 3 great-grandchildren. Growing up immersed in 
the world of reptiles and amphibians, Skip developed 
a passion for the natural world at a very young age. 
This admiration, awe, and respect carried on as a life-
long passion, with a mission to educate others.

Skip was well-known in Delaware County and 
across the DVOC region as a stalwart birdwalk leader 
at John Heinz NWR and other local hotspots. For 
many years, he led Saturday morning birdwalks and 
loved to share his knowledge of the bird-life, as well 
as the reptiles and amphibians encountered. For years, 
he participated in the NWR’s spring amphibian noc-
turnal survey with refuge staff. Skip was a sought-after 
teacher at the Delaware County Community College 
Night School where he regularly taught an intro to 
birding course. He touched many people through this 
course and his nature walks, inspiring them to dive 
into bird observation and birding on a deeper level, 
armed with the tools of knowledge he provided them.

After his retirement, Skip and his wife Ginny divided 
their time between Springfield, Delaware County, and 
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