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Bird Mysteries

M

by Lucy Duncan

ysteries of an avian sort might confound even Sherlock Holmes. Some of these have lasted
decades and cannot be solved with complete certainty by any sleuth. Instead, they remain
to perplex and tease with the sheer improbabilities they present.

Take a spring afternoon in the 1950s
submarine) was on patrol 300
when Francis M. Weston, the dean of
miles southeast of Nova Scotia and
early birding in northwest Florida, and
at least 200 miles from the nearFred Wicke were driving out Ft. Pickens
est land. Captain George T. Bailey,
road. Years before, Weston had been a Boy
USN, brought the submarine to
Scout advisor for the difficult Bird Study
the surface and raised the whip
merit badge and Fred one of his Scouts.
antenna to send and receive radio
As frequent field companions, Fred knew
signals. When he looked through
that Mr. Weston left no stone unturned and
the periscope, he saw one meantook studious notes of significant sightings
looking Osprey perched on the port
on 3 x 5 cards. Suddenly, a bird with a long
antenna base staring back at him
streaming tail flew in from the Gulf and
through the periscope! Captain
flashed northward across the road right
Bailey snapped a picture of the
in front of them! Weston kept driving.
Osprey complete with the subma“Stop!” insisted Fred. But Weston drove
rine clock in the upper right side of
on, ignoring the distinct but unknown and
the photo and kept it for posterity.
unidentified bird. His explanation? “It’s
So how did an Osprey end up so far
not in the book.” So what was this mystery
out to sea, and how lucky could it
bird? Although Scissor-tailed Flycatchers
Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) photographed through have been to find such a sturdy, but
a periscope on the submarine USS Band in 1962.
were unknown in our area prior to 1948,
temporary, perch?
they were in “the book,” Peterson’s 1934
An older avian mystery involves
Field Guide to the Birds. But an austral migrant, the Fork-tailed
a painting by Mark Catesby, an eighteenth-century English
Flycatcher, sometimes overshoots its wintering grounds in
naturalist who described numerous species of plants and
northern South America and ends up in the United States.
animals from America’s colonial era. Between 1712 and 1726
Could Weston and Wicke have seen the first Florida record of
he spent much of his time near Williamsburg and Charleston,
this tropical vagrant, not known in the state prior to 1952?
surveying and painting flora and fauna. Many of his discoverWe’ll never know.
ies were new to science and were cited by Carl Linnaeus, who
Another mystery surfaced in February 1962 when the sublaid the foundations for the modern scheme of binomial nomarine USS BAND (SS-385, a Guppy 2A diesel-powered attack
Continues on bottom of page 3.

CALENDAR of EVENTS

Field Trips
n Saturday, June 13, North Escambia
County Birding.
Morris Clark will lead us through parts of
northern Escambia County in search of
breeding birds. We will visit some areas
bordering the Escambia River and especially
search for several species that should be
nesting at this time. Expect some moderate
walking. Bring insect repellent, sunscreen
and plenty of drinking water. Meet at 7:00
a.m., which is earlier than usual, in the WinnDixie parking lot located at Hwy. 29 and Old
Chemstrand Road. We plan to finish before
noon.
n Saturday, June 27, UWF Cross-Country
Trail Native Plants.
James Burkhalter will lead us on a walk to
observe the native plants along the CrossCountry Trail at the University of West Florida.
Expect easy walking. Meet at 7:30 a.m. in the
parking lot in front of the Target Store located
near the intersection of University Parkway and
Nine Mile Road. We will finish by noon.
n Saturday, July 25, Ed Ball Nature Trail
Native Plants.
James Burkhalter will lead us on a walk
especially tailored to newcomers to observe the
many native plants along the Ed Ball Nature
Trail at the University of West Florida. The
March trip to this location was cancelled due
to heavy rain, so we have rescheduled. The
trip will also include a visit to the Michael I.
Cousins Herbarium, also located on the UWF
campus. Expect easy walking. Meet at 7:30 a.m.
in the parking lot in front of the Target Store
located near the intersection of University
Parkway and Nine Mile Road. We will finish by
noon.
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Photo by Jay Gould

Chapter Meetings
n No chapter meetings are scheduled until August 27.

Other Events
n Saturday, June 27.
Board of Directors annual planning meeting 9 a.m.–
4 p.m. Location TBA.
n Wednesday, August 5.
Roy Hyatt Education Committee meeting 4 p.m.
Location TBA.
n June 4, 5, 6. Audubon yard sale.
Starts at 8 a.m., 6110 Nashville Ave. (two blocks north
of Michigan Avenue). Contact person: Camey Hanks,
850 554-4791.

					

C O N S E R V A T I O N

by Lucy Duncan

Sorting Through the Wreckage in Tallahassee

T

he Florida Legislature concluded work on the

shore waters to oil drilling. The common theme was that

2009-10 state budget on May 8. That docu-

environmental rules, including protecting our beaches from

ment, SB 2600, will be remembered for the

oil drilling, get in the way of business opportunities. Audu-

damage done to environmental programs. This

bon and a coalition of partners successfully raised alarms

will be the first year since 1990 that bonds

throughout the state of Florida and in the media to block a

have not been approved for the Preservation

thirteenth-hour proposal by the oil industry to open near-

2000 or Florida Forever programs. Also, state land manage-

shore waters to drilling. Our Tallahassee advocacy, coupled

ment funds were cut to the bone. Fifty million dollars was

with media outreach, and public organizing throughout

provided for the Everglades, but that is only a fourth of

the state generated thousands of letters, phone calls, and

the funds previously committed for Everglades and Lake

a record 21 opinion pieces in Florida newspapers opposing

Okeechobee programs. However, following advocacy work by

nearshore oil drilling. Senate leaders and industry lobby-

Audubon and its partners, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

ists told the press that they would not bring the proposal

allocated over $100 million in stimulus funding to Ever-

forward to the senate this session but instead start a

glades restoration projects. This funding will kick start the

“continuing process” to advance the proposal next year. We

federal government’s commitment to Everglades restoration

must be vigilant.

and will also provide construction jobs throughout Florida.

Thank you for reaching out to your state legislators

Audubon will continue to call upon the federal government

throughout this session to lend the environment your

to meet its commitment to Everglades restoration by appro-

voice. With your support, we were able to fend off many

priating sufficient funding for additional projects so critical

of this session’s proposals to undermine long-standing

to the recovery of this unique wetland ecosystem.

environmental protections and even advance a few im-

This difficult year was framed by budget shortfalls re-

provements to our state’s environmental policies. We will

lated to the economy and Florida’s antiquated tax policies.

need your help again as it is likely we will join our allies in

The federal stimulus funds and random tax and fee increases

asking for vetoes of selected bills.

barely covered necessary expenses for education and health
Want to know more? Check the following website:
http://audubonaction.org/florida/notice-description.
tcl?newsletter_id=24087398

care. Sadly, state funds do little for Florida’s environment.
The session was also characterized by a series of proposals to cripple environmental laws and open Florida’s near-

Bird Mysteries, continued from front page
allaboutbirds.org/
NetCommunity/Page.
aspx?pid=1193 and let
us know what you think
it is.

menclature. Amongst Catesby’s watercolors of birds, one, which
he called the “little Sparrow,” remains unidentified. Can you
identify this mystery bird? If so, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology
wants to know! Catesby wrote: “This Bird is entirely of a brown
Colour; less than our Hedge-Sparrow, but partaking much of the
Nature of it. They are not numerous, being usually seen single,
hopping under Bushes. They feed on insects, and are seen most
common near Houses in Virginia and Carolina, where they breed
and abide the whole Year.”
To read James Reveal’s article about Catesby’s “Little Sparrow” in Cornell’s Living Bird Magazine, go to http://www.

Meanwhile, bird
mysteries continue as we
try to understand these
feathered creatures. If
you have an avian mystery, let me know.
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F i e l d m N o t e s
by Bob Duncan

We also made a stop at the Alabama Department of Conservation’s Mariculture Station in Gulf Shores, located at the south
east corner of the Gulf Shores airport. Birders must sign in at
the office there before entering and checking the ponds for
waders and shorebirds. Judging from the log, it is seldom visited
by birders. In dry weather it can have few birds, but after rainy
weather it can be good. It was. We had 7 species of shorebirds,
including Black-necked Stilts and beautifully plumaged Stilt
Sandpipers*.

n What a spring it was!! There were three major fallouts of
Neotropical migrants associated with three rain events. The Duncans and a few of our members were fortunate enough to get in
on all three, either at Ft. Morgan or Dauphin Island, Alabama. If
only Ft. Pickens had been open!! It was a great season for seeing birds, not so great for birds trying to make it to the continent under trying circumstances. But the good news is that they
were not tired when they got here. As soon as they arrived, they
began feeding and flying about, making it difficult to follow
their movements at times. Stressed birds are easy to see when
they come down, sometimes allowing close approach.
It was not a season for vagrants, except for one BIG exception, a bird brought to the Wildlife Sanctuary of Northwest
Florida by an alert non-birder. Read below.

n On 8 April I drove from Pensacola Beach to Navarre Beach via
the newly opened road looking for shorebirds. I was not disappointed. First stop was Opal Beach, where I walked north to
the Sound where hurricanes have created tidal flats. Shorebirds
there were plenty of, including Wilson’s, Semi-palmated,
Piping, Snowy and Black-bellied Plovers. Farther down the
road, I stopped at the next pull-off and walked to the sound
where I was rewarded with six American Avocets in gorgeous
nuptial plumage. Next stop was Navarre Beach Park where there
have been shorebirds aplenty. Disappointment: A Bald Eagle
was resting on the sand bar where the birds congregate and so
there were none. Oh well.

n White Pelicans migrate through our area from wintering
grounds in south Florida to breeding areas in the Great Basin.
About 200 were spotted over Ann Forster’s home near Bayou
Grande on 19 April. Swallow-tailed Kite reports were too
numerous to mention and I tallied over 55 during the season
from various observers. On 5 April the Duncans observed a rare
Baird’s Sandpiper* near their home in Gulf Breeze and on
17 April Bob spotted a natty Scissor-tailed Flycatcher there.
Another Scissor-tailed was found at the Ft. Walton Beach Spray
Fields on 7 May by Patrick James. He also found a Western
Kingbird* there 7 May. Both of these flycatchers are rare in
our area, breeding in the western states and with small populations wintering in south Florida. Lenny Fenimore reported 11 of
the very rare Sprague’s Pipits at Site B-70, the bombing range
at Eglin AFB. This is one of only two areas in the entire state
where this species can be found with regularity.

n The outstanding bird of the season was a White-throated
Swift* brought to the Wildlife Sanctuary of Northwest Florida
on 9 April by Clive Beattie. It was found on the balcony of a
condo at Navarre Beach and identified by Dorothy Kaufmann
and Cheryl Greene. This was the first record of this species east
of the Mississippi River!!! Its normal range is the Rocky Mountains and West Coast, migrating into Mexico for the winter.
Photos by Dorothy and Lucy Duncan circulated on the internet
and caused much excitement. That was heads-up by Clive
Beattie for recognizing it as something unusual and for identification by Dorothy and Cheryl.

n The Duncans and Cecil and Pam Brown made a birding trip
to Ft. Morgan, Alabama, on 6 May. Birding was slow with only
5 species of warblers found, but while having lunch at the
Brown’s condo near Ft. Morgan, we watched a steady procession
of Northern Gannets fly west just offshore. They are almost always flying west except when feeding, and the mystery is where
are they headed? This pattern was noted by Francis M. Weston
decades ago. To my knowledge, they are not known to “pile
up” on the Louisiana and Texas coasts. Are they just making a
big circle? At any rate, we did pick out two immature Masked
Boobies* out of the parade of birds.

*The Skimmer welcomes reports of noteworthy birds. If you have something to
report, please call Bob or Lucy Duncan
at 932-4792. Species with asterisks
require documentation so that they
may be processed to become part of the
ornithological record.
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Spring Notes

By Ann Forster

Osprey nest—The male Osprey wintered over at our
home, and on February 1 started chirping and looking to the
south for his mate’s return. At about the same time, we had
one of these freaky wind and rainstorms that blew the old
nest clean out of the tree. On February 15, Mama came home.
After much chirping and formation flying, nest building began
in earnest. We were amazed at the industry and speed of the
establishment of the new nest. The eggs have hatched and
the normal pattern of activity has resumed.

At first the regulars were scared to land on the feeders but in
two days figured out that the chickens were harmless and all
is back to normal. If you need an eight-hen rototiller team
to scratch through your flower beds, just let me know.

Blackwater River State Forest Project—
Liz Langston gave a program at our regular meeting
and inspired all of us with the hard work she does and

Chickens here and there—Six Weston Auduboners
spent the third week of March in Nebraska. Morris Clark was
our able leader and had a perfectly planned schedule. There
isn’t much you can do to plan weather that time of year
anywhere, and Nebraska didn’t disappoint—with blowing
snow and blowing cold. We were treated to the sight of
thousands of Sandhill Cranes in migration and entertained
by the dancing displays of both Greater Prairie Chickens and
Sharp-tailed Grouse.

dedication she has as the only biologist at Blackwater.
Peggy Baker recognized Liz’s request for help in
generating a thorough bird census as a truly worthy
undertaking. Several of us have been surveying a
block and it is not only beautiful and diverse but very
birdy. It has been such a treat to watch the winter
visitors enjoy the grains planted under the power
lines, the local woodpeckers converge on a controlled
burn, and the spring migrants give way to the summer

On the home front—our neighborhood has adopted

nesters. We have also been documenting interesting

B o ok Review

eight laying hens from a neighbor who moved. Watching the
local birds try to figure out how to react to these boisterous
newcomers has been entertaining. The chickens run over to
our feeding station first thing to see if there is spilled grain.

wildflowers and insects. Our area is truly lucky to have
public lands available for study and recreation.

E v o lut i o n Is r eal i t y
Coyne, Jerry A., Why Evolution Is True, (Viking Press, N.Y., 2009), 282pp., $27.95.
Coyne begins by taking us back to the 2005 lawsuit brought against the Dover, PA,
Board of Education, for requiring the teaching of intelligent design in the school’s
science classes. While the suit proved to be a victory for evolution over creation as a
science, Coyne goes on to point out that fully half of Americans continue to doubt
evolution and consider it a threat to religious values. From this premise he engages in
a history of Darwin’s lifelong efforts to enlighten us, followed by an almost exhausting
series of proofs to that effect. Coyne is clearly intent on reaching the average openminded reader, avoiding turgid scientific data while carefully carrying us along on a
fascinating journey of life. Occasionally he finds reason to return us to the Dover trial
and the discrediting of intelligent design, although by the halfway point in this book
it seems unnecessary. Finally in the last chapter he reaches humankind and the many
discoveries leading to the genus Homo. By this time he no longer feels he needs to
nurse us along. Well after all, if we’ve managed to get this far we ought to be able to
absorb some heavier doses of evolutionary findings, it would seem. One plows ahead,
happily I should think, in coming to terms with the complexities of “natural selection,” “sexual selection,” “chance mutation,” and the magnitude of genetic variations
through our DNA. If you really want to know where we’ve come from, where we are
now, and where we seem to be going—in a well told story—this book makes good
summer reading.
Review by Jerre French.
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Skimming

by Jere French

			

Chuka’s Retreat

W

We have a poodle named
Chuka, whose feckless
nature and general lack of
assertiveness makes her ill suited to her guard-dog duties.
Under normal circumstances these would include keeping
the resident squirrel tribe at bay and the vagabond cat on
the move—akin to Marshall Dillon’s cold-eyed surveillance
of the louche buckaroo perusing the pelf of Dodge. “Just
keep on a ridin,’ cowboy.”

informed that Chuka,
whom I had only just
fed, had been suddenly
Chuka
and without provocation
deprived of her breakfast—
run off the deck in cowardly disgrace—by a jay, who had
decided to challenge her rights to the food bowl. And
apparently it hadn’t been much of a contest. Now it’s true
I’d seen our resident jay run squirrels off the deck on
occasion, but Chuka, although only a smallish poodle, is
still four times the size of a squirrel!

But no, she cowers at the prospect of either
threatened or actual engagement with the riffraff with
whom she’s obliged to share our wild garden. A barker
down the block may get her momentary attention, but
actual physical response is unlikely, beyond returning
the woof. The White-Eared squirrel tribe, however, is ever
vigilant to the rhythms of the garden, as are the jays and
mockingbirds. And when Joan puts edibles on the deck
railing all nature is instantly aware of the opportunity—
with alpha squirrels chasing off omegas, mockingbirds
routing titmice, and jays putting everybody to flight.

Okay, you read Jurassic Park or saw the film, and
you know all about the theory of birds as descendants of
Velociraptors and such; and, yes, birds are, for the most
part, hunters rather than gatherers. But how ridiculous is
this scene there at the food bowl Chuka fleeing in terror—
from a bird! And only moments ago I heard Joan scolding
her, actually laughing this time, for fleeing from—a bug.
This gave me pause. “What kind of bug?”
“A little bitty bug, crawling into her bowl. She could
just as easily have eaten the thing, but she jumped back,
and ran to me. Chuka’s not suited to life in the wild.”

But Chuka notices little of this natural ordering of
things. She may have evolved from a wolf, but evolution
went into reverse in downloading her genes. An example:
Joan came running into the kitchen the other morning
in a state of high distress while I was engaged in a tense
phone conversation with our insurance agent, and I had to
put her off for the moment as money was being discussed.
When I got around to the matter of her concern, I was

No, I think not. Our wild garden is a disconcerting
environment for a pampered pet. I just hope none of those
feral cats or brazen squirrels have taken note of our dog’s
faint heart. The status of the wolf in America is shaky
enough as it is.
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NEWS and VIEWS
n Taxonomy freak

n we all live downstream

For the seriously scientific birder who is a taxonomy freak, go to

Earth Day Everyday!

http://printablebirdchecklists.homestead.com. There are bird lists
for every country in the world as well as for counties and states.

Plants, animals and people all need clean, safe water for

You can get your list either alphabetically (I can’t imagine why) or

survival. Pesticides, fertilizers, industrial waste and other

taxonomically. Many of the species are listed to subspecies level,

harmful substances pose threats to the water we use daily and

which can be important when taxonomists lump or split species. The

take for granted.

site features other resources: Latest New Records, Recent Updates,

To help keep water safe and plentiful:

Newly Discovered Species, Information, Links, Contributors, and

o Don’t dispose of medication or prescription drugs down a
drain or toilet. They work their way into the groundwater

Rare Bird Reporting Form. Links tie into travel sites, reporting sites,

and then your drinking water.

photography sites, and several other related topics.

o Take used motor and cooking oil to a recycling center.
o Use biodegradable detergents and cleaners.
o Limit the use of lawn and garden chemicals.
o Refill reusable water bottles rather than buy bottled water

n website for
traveling
birders
Birdingpal is a

in disposable plastic.

well established

o Fix leaks and take shorter showers.

global website for
traveling birders,
helping you find

n picture this

local contacts and information. It lists local birders around the

A Bald Eagle nest high atop a tree. Now picture this: Jeff

world willing to help, as well as local professional guides. Going on

Wilson reports there are two Bald Eagle nests in northern

a business trip, to a conference, or on vacation? Have a bit of extra

Mississippi and one at Wapanocca National Wildlife Refuge

time? Don’t waste it! Go birding and enjoy the safety and knowledge

in Arkansas that are being used by Canada Geese. Can you

of a local birder. You do not need to be a Birdingpal to contact a Pal,

imagine how the goslings will get down?

but you should be aware that most Birdingpals are serious birders.
A local Pal does not get paid, but should he/she offer to take you
out birding, using their vehicle, it would be courteous to pay for the

Election of Officers 2009-2010
Francis M. Weston Audubon Society

fuel, lunch, or a small gift.

n birds on the move

The election of officers for 2009-2010 was conducted at the
annual May meeting. The following officers look forward to
working with you on chapter goals and projects:

In February, Audubon released the results of four decades of
Christmas Bird Counts in a stunning report entitled, “Birds and
Climate Change: Ecological Disruption in Motion.” As the title

Presidents—PAPC (Past Audubon Presidents’ Council)
		
Peggy Baker
		
Jim Brady
		
Morris Clark
		
Annelise Reunert
		
Dana Timmons

suggests, the news is not good, particularly here in the South,
because the birds are moving north. Not all of them of course, but
177 species did, and 60 of those moved over 100 miles—strong
evidence that global climate change is altering their, and our,
environment.
Birds are adaptive. They are able to travel substantial distances

Vice-President................................ Open
Recording Secretary......................... Jan Lloyd
Corresponding Secretary................... Ann Forster
Treasurer....................................... Betsy Tetlow
Director at Large............................. Sharhonda Owens
Director at Large............................. Larry Goodman

north, inland, or to higher latitudes. Thus, they are sensitive environmental indicators—alerting us to ecological disruption, often
before it affects us directly.
Among the species showing the greatest northward movement are
many seen in our area: Red-breasted Merganser, Purple Finch, Wild
Turkey, Ring-billed Gull, Pine Siskin, Fox Sparrow, Vesper Sparrow,
House Finch, and Eastern Meadowlark.
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Return Service
Requested

Join National Audubon and this chapter
with a one-year introductory membership for
only $20 ($15 for students and seniors). You
will receive Audubon Magazine, the Florida
Naturalist and the Skimmer. Fill in the form
below and make checks payable to National
Audubon. Mail all membership forms to FMWAS.
Our online edition of the Skimmer is
in full color at www.fmwaudubon.org
<http://www.fmwaudubon.org>

about 25% postconsumer waste

C o r p o r at e S u p p o r t e r s
Armstrong World Industries
Baskerville-Donovan, Inc.
International Paper Company
Pfizer
Solutia, Inc.

C H A P T E R C O N TA C T S
Presidents’ Council

Hyatt Center Committee
Recording Secretary
Corresponding Secretary
Publicity
Treasurer
Membership
Field Trips
Programs
Fund Raising
Conservation
Education
Outreach
Skimmer Editor
Skimmer Art Director
Webmaster

Peggy Baker..................934-3242
Jim Brady.....................456-5083
Morris Clark...................968-5498
Annelise Reunert...........492-4389
Dana Timmons...............934-4521
Jim Brady.....................456-5083
Jan Lloyd.....................453-1660
Ann Forster...................456-4421
............................ Position Open
Betsy Tetlow.................438-3703
Annelise Reunert...........492-4389
Morris Clark...................968-5498
Dana Timmons...............934-4521
Camey Hanks.................554-4971
Lynn Ogden..................512-3187
Peggy Baker..................934-3242
............................ Position open
Lucy Duncan.................932-4792
Lynn Gould
Debra Jones

Introductory Membership National Audubon Society
Individual/family
$20 for one year
$30 for two years
Student/senior citizen
$15 for one year
Make checks payable to the National Audubon Society.
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address
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city

state
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phone
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e-mail
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