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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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“Dutch Mountain,” in Sullivan and Wyoming Coun-
ties. There, in Pennsylvania’s northern tier, Skip had 
spent his summers since he was a six year old boy. He 
roamed the woods freely and began a lifelong passion 
for fishing. It is where he saw his first Scarlet Tanager, 
touching off his love of birds, and where he returned 
as an adult to work on the 1st and 2nd breeding bird 
atlases, various special projects and herpetological 
surveys.

Skip was extremely proud of his DVOC family 
legacy and always shared the wonderful stories about 
his maternal ancestors, the brothers Herman and Otto 
Behr, amateur naturalists who resided in Lopez, Sul-
livan County in the late 19th century. The Behrs had a 
deep friendship with Witmer Stone, who took a fond-
ness to this region of the Commonwealth and its birds. 
Stone visited Dutch Mountain on multiple occasions 
corresponding with the brothers into the 1930s. 
Descriptions of the birdlife of Sullivan and Wyoming 
Counties were recounted by Stone in Cassinia. Often, 

the Behrs contributed essays, including one remark-
able account of the Passenger Pigeon spectacle. Skip 
kept the copy of Cassinia where this essay appeared in 
his treasured collection of avian literature and always 
took joy in showing it to visiting birders and friends. 
The following passage by Herman Behr continues to 
drive home the astounding history of the Passenger 
Pigeon, and its sheer absence in our modern world:

“Flock after flock followed each other across the 
sky, each pursuing the same northeasterly course. Not 
only above my head, but on all sides as far as the eye 
could reach, I could see nothing but pigeons! The sky 
was full of them, a perfect maze of beating wings, cut 
here and there by rifts of blue. It reminded me of an 
oncoming storm, of black, angry clouds, hurtling up 
at tremendous velocity and with that rushing sweep 
of sound, ominous of what is to come. For the com-
bined beat of wings overhead was plainly audible 
and sounded like the hissing of some immense sky-
rocket.”

In addition to his love of birds and herpetological 
life, Skip was an avid historian, taking a particularly 
keen interest in the Civil War. One could learn a lot 
from Skip and his colorful presentation of the many 
soldiers and landscapes of this war. It was Skip’s love 
of music, particularly that of Mozart, that will always 
ring in my own ears. He loved to share the escapades of 
Wolfgang A. Mozart, his ups, his downs, and of course 
the brilliance of his compositions. He loved to sing 
and would often belt out a line from one or another 
Mozart opera. It was hard not to learn to adore these 
songs through Skip’s contagious enthusiasm.

Skip left behind many friends and family mem-
bers who will remember and love him for the gifts 
he shared with us. He helped to mold many-a-birder, 
leaving us all with a much richer appreciation for the 
birds around us.

Holly Merker
Downingtown, PA

Rob Megraw
Upper Pottsgrove, PA
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