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Sabine’s Gull Visits the Ohio River:
A New West Virginia Record

Patricia A. Morrison

In September of 1993, a rare arctic migrant visited the Ohio River—Sabine’s
Gull, Xema sabini. On Friday, September 24, 1993, at approximately 10 a.m.,
Assistant Refuge Manager, Mitchell R. Ellis, and I were travelling by boat to the
head of Marietta Island (also known as Buckley’s Island) at Ohio River milepoint
168.8, Wood County, West Virginia, to survey freshwater mussels. While approach-
ing the head of the island along the main channel facing the Ohio shoreline, we
noticed a small tern-like gull sitting on the water adjacent to the island. The solitary
bird would float downstream, occasionally plucking small minnows from the surface
of the water, and then would fly a short distance upstream, land in the water, and
begin the float trip anew. The bird stayed in the area along the head of Marietta Island
all day while we were working there.

Sabine’s Gull on the Ohio River, September 24, 1993. Photo by Mitchell R. Ellis.

120 THE REDSTART — OCTOBER, 1995

Luckily, we had our camera handy, witha 70mm zoom lens, and two field guides.
The most notable field marks included a darkly banded, forked tail, which made it
appear tern-like; black triangular patches on the wing tips; a small dark blotch behind
the eye; and a dusky brown-grey back.

Mitch and I debated whether the bird might be an immature Bonaparte’s Gull
(Larus philadelphia) or an immature Black Tern (Chlidonias niger), but the back
coloring and tail shape and coloring were wrong for both. Black-legged Kittiwake
(Rissa tridactyla) was another far-out possibility, but the bird in front of us lacked
a dark band at the base of the neck, and the back coloration was still wrong. So, we
decided on Sabine’s Gull (Xema sabini), and took numerous pictures to document
the occurrence. Neither of us had seen one before, but the photographs capture the
pertinent field marks.

The bird was not easily disturbed or flushed from the water. Many times we
pulled our motorboat to within 10 feet or so of the bird to photograph it before it
would fly, and never did it fly far away. The bird was also buzzed by numerous
fishing boats and commercial barge traffic, but would not fly until the last moment.
Mitch and I decided that the bird was tired, or else had little previous interaction with
people or boats, or possibly both.

The following morning I advised Jeanette Esker of the Mountwood Bird Club
about the bird, and she started the grapevine humming. To my knowledge, at least
six other people saw the bird in the same location (including Jeanette Esker, Lynn
Barnhart, and Bill Murphy) until Tuesday, September 28, 1993, when it departed.

References

Peterson, R. T. (1980). A field guide to the birds—Eastern birds. 4th Edition.
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company.

Robbins, C. S., Brunn, B., & Zim, H. S.. (1966). A guide to field identification—
Birds of North America. New York, NY: GoldenPress.

Ohio River Islands National Wildlife Refuge

P. O. Box 1811
Parkersburg, WV 26102-1811

THE REDSTART — OCTOBER, 1995 121



Ross’s Goose Found at Robert C. Byrd Locks and Dam:
A Possible West Virginia Record

Wendell L. Argabrite

While constructing the new Robert C. Byrd Locks and Dam on the Ohio River
near Apple Grove, West Virginia, the United States Army Corps of Engineers
created a large pond. It is to be used for disposal of mud and water that is dredged
from the locks. So far it has been very good for water and shorebirds.

On November 14, 1993, Michael Griffith, Thomas Heatley, and I were bird
watching along Route 2 in Cabell and Mason counties. Tom, a friend of mine from
Michigan, was here to work on his West Virginia bird list. We had parked the car and
walked about 200 yards to the edge of the dredge pond at the Robert C. Byrd Locks
and Dam.

Tom got his scope set up first and was looking at a flock of about 200 Canada
Geese. He said that he saw a Snow Goose with the Canada Geese. I told him that there
had been a white domestic goose with the Canada Geese. By this time, Mike had his
scope set up and said that it wasn’t the tame goose. Tom said that the one he was
looking at was either a Snow or Ross’s goose. I got my scope set up and started
looking for the goose. As soon as I saw it, I knew it was a Ross’s Goose (Chen rossii).
We were about 200 yards from the goose, but even at that distance, you could see the
small size and the short bill. I had seen Ross’s Geese before, and I was sure that this
was also one. The Ross’s Goose was about one half the size of the Canada Geese and
looked like a miniature white phase Snow Goose. It had a very stubby bill, without
the ginning patch, with a dark warty area at the base of the bill.

After talking it over, and before we moved closer, I went back to the car for my
camera. When I was about half way back to the car, the geese took off and flew very
low over our heads. The geese landed on the Ohio River above the locks. We could
see them, but could not get close enough to take a picture. Tom and I both had
previous experience with Ross’s Goose: Tom, through trips out west; and I, through
trips to Arizona and California. Later in the week, Mike Griffith was able to get some
pictures, but they were taken at a great distance and may not be useful as far as
identification is concerned.

For a bird to be added to the state list, it has to meet one of the following
conditions: (1) a specimen collected and examined by a competent ornithologist, (2)
arecognizable photograph taken and examined by a competent ornithologist, (3) the
bird handled and released by a bander competent to identify the species, (4) one or
more sight records by at least three persons having previous experience with the
species, or (5) repeated sight records over the years by people having previous
experience with the species.
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Over the next few days, the goose was seen by several other birdwatchers, but
none who were familiar with the Ross’s Goose. Then, on November 16, 1993, Gary
Rankin got back into town from a business trip and was able to see the goose. Gary
was with me in Wilcox, Arizona, when we found and studied a Ross’s Goose. He was
able to confirm our identification. This gave us our third observer who had had
previous experience with Ross’s Geese; it would seem that our record should meet
the criteria for a bird to be added to the West Virginia state list. The Ross’s Goose
was last seen on November 19, 1993.
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Recent Black-Bellied Whistling-Duck Records in West Virginia

Michael Griffith

For the past 40 years or so, the area around the Gallipolis Locks and Dam on the
Ohio River, Mason County, West Virginia, has produced a large number of unusual
bird sightings. During the past five years, the locks have been completely rebuilt and
renamed the Robert C. Byrd Locks and Dam. The land surrounding the locks has
undergone extensive earth-moving and excavation. Approximately 14 million cubic
yards of earth were moved. In spite of this large-scale disturbance, unusual birds
continue to be observed at this location.

On the morning of May 1, 1994, I was birding in the vicinity of the locks. Near
the up-river end of the locks property, there is a shallow pond that can be seen from
West Virginia Route 2. Frequently, there are ducks or other water birds in or around

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck at Robert C. Byrd Locks and Dam, May 2, 1994.
Photo by Michael Griffith
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this pond. On this day, there were several Mallards around, but my attention was
immediately drawn to a duck standing by itself in very shallow water. I observed the
bird for about 20 minutes from a distance of 40 yards in good light with both
binoculars and spotting scope. The bird had a bright orange bill, gray face with a
distinct white eye ring, chestnut breast, dark chestnut back, large white wing patch,
dark lower belly, and pinkish feet and legs. Referring to field guides, this distinctive
plumage, along with the duck’s shape and posture, left no doubt that this was a Black-
bellied Whistling-Duck (Dendrocygna autumnalis), a bird I had never seen before.

On May 2, around midday, Wendell Argabrite and I observed the bird again at
the same location. We were able to get even closer than I had been the previous day,
and we both took several photographs. I also observed the bird in flight and heard
its distinctive whistling call notes. Later the same day, Leon and Dolores Wilson saw
the duck. It was observed again at the same location on May 4 by John Blomberg,
Jon Benedetti, Phillip Calise, and Lynn Barnhart. Wendell, Leon, and Jon had seen
Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks previously. While no one who saw this duck ob-
served a leg band, the absence of a leg band was not conclusively determined. The
bird was not reported again that spring.

On September 15, 1994, Wendell observed a Black-bellied Whistling-Duck at
Apple Grove, West Virginia, approximately two miles from where the bird was seen
in May. Thomas Heatley saw this duck at the same location on September 16.
Wendell saw the bird’s legs well enough that he could be sure that it had no leg band.
While it is impossible to say for certain, there is a very good chance that this duck
was the same bird that was seen in May.

The normal distribution of the Black-bellied Whistling-Duck is from northern
Argentina north through Central America to southern Texas and southern Arizona.
Most of the birds found in Texas arrive from farther south in April and leave by
October.

There are no previous records for Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks in West
Virginia. It should be noted that the acceptance of records for ducks far outside their
normal range can often be problematical due to the fact that many species of ducks
are sometimes kept as captive birds. With this in mind, it is important not to
overlook any possible clue, including the bird’s behavior. While the bird in
question was somewhat approachable, which is consistent with the behavior of wild
Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks, when I tried to get too close, the duck became quite
agitated and flew to another location. None of those who observed this bird felt that
it behaved as a tame bird would. Also, as a possible explanation for this bird’s
presence, there was a series of tornadoes and severe thunderstorms occurring from
Texas through the Mississippi and Ohio valleys during the week before May 1.

In the Fall, 1994 issue of Field Notes (the issue that reports spring bird
records), Kenn Kaufman indicates that in the last couple of years, there have been
sightings of Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks as far north as Pennsylvania, Quebec,
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Ontario, and Iowa. In the spring of 1994, in addition to the West Virginia sighting,
two were seen in Virginia, four in Missouri, and one in northern Arkansas.

Reference
Kaufman, K. (1994). Changing seasons. Field Notes, 48, 266.

131 11th Avenue West
Huntington, WV 25701

Erratum

In "Field Notes," The Redstart, 62(1), p. 45, Russellville, West
Virginia is in Fayette County, not Nicholas County.
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An Atypical Worm-eating Warbler Song

C. Michael Stinson

Familiar vocalizations of the Worm-eating Warbler include its typical song,
which can be characterized as a thin trill, and a simple call note. Some variability in
this song has been described by Saunders (1951). An infrequently heard flight song
is also known. This article describes a less typical vocalization of this species.

While traveling west on U.S. Interstate Highway 64 on May 28, 1990, my wife
and I stopped briefly at a rest area in Greenbrier County, West Virginia. While
walking along a short trail through a wooded area I heard a bird song that I did not
immediately recognize. In an effort to attract the bird I made a series of “pish”
noises and a Worm-eating Warbler soon appeared. I watched the bird sing the
unfamiliar song several times from a distance of about four to seven meters, after
which it flew back into the forest. The bird appeared to be normally plumaged.

The song consisted of arising trill that dropped abruptly at the end and then was
immediately repeated. The song was similar to a typical song of the Northern Parula,
only doubled, though I would describe it as thinner and less buzzy than the Parula’s
normal song. I had no recording equipment with me. On a return visit to this site on
July 4, 1990 I did not see a Worm-eating Warbler or hear the song described here.

Saunders wrote that songs of the Worm-eating Warbler occasionally rise or drop
in tone, and also mentioned one song, which he recorded, that “rises a full tone and
then drops a half tone at the end” (in Bent, 1953, p. 43), but he did not mention any
doubling of the song in this species. I have found no references to a vocalization such
as that described here, though the Worm-eating Warbler is a reasonably common
breeding species in West Virginia (Hall, 1983) and parts of adjacent states.

The song reported here is of interest because of the potential for confusion
between it and the reported song of the enigmatic Sutton’s Warbler. The song of the
Sutton’s Warbler was described as a doubled Parula-type song by the earliest
observers of the Sutton’s Warbler in eastern West Virginia (Brooks, 1945; Carlson,
1981). A similar song was reported by a later group of observers who caught,
photographed, and banded a strange warbler in Raleigh County, West Virginia._
Devore (1975) reported this bird as a Sutton’s Warbler, though it is actually believed
to have been a Yellow-throated Warbler with an unusual song (Hall, 1975, 1983).
Also, a Northern Parula with apparently normal plumage was reported singing a
“double Parula” song in Preston County, West Virginia (Shreve, 1963). Both
plumage and song characteristics of birds referred to as Sutton’s Warblers have led
to the suggestion that hybridization between the Northern Parula and the Yellow-
throated Warbler is their origin. All of these observations indicated the need for
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caution in identifying the source of aberrant songs, especially those associated with
Sutton’s Warbler reports.
An earlier version of this article was improved by commentsfrom A. R.
Buckelew Jr., George A. Hall, and anonymous reviewers.
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Northern Mockingbird Recycles Containers
for Nest Construction

Arline R. Thorn

OnDecember 31, 1994, 1 was participating in the Huntington Tri-State Audubon
Society’s Christmas Bird Count with Leon Wilson, Cynthia Ellis, and James Triplett.
We were surveying an area that was formerly a country club, now a Huntington Park
Board property, on the bank of the Ohio River north of Huntington. Birds were
getting scarce on a drizzly afternoon, though Cindy and I had managed to find a few
juncos, cardinals, a Rufous-sided Towhee, and Northern Mockingbirds at the edge
of the river.

My attention had wandered to the dried-up weeds and pods along the brushy
river bank. I saw a colorful nest about 3% feet high in a multiflora rose bush. It was
relatively intact, and it was immediately recognizable as a mockingbird or catbird
nest, five inches in diameter with the usual strips of grapevine bark; vine tendrils,
grasses, rootlets, and small twigs; and a few shreds of clear plastic.

What was unusual and amusing was that strips of soft drink containers were
woven into the nest. The birds had used 1-inch wide strips of an orange juice carton
(100% juice, bar code, and recycle symbol still readable), and the tough plasticized
outer labels from a Pepsi bottle and a Mountain Dew bottle. The birds had chosen
pieces on which the trademarks were clearly visible, and the colors had weathered
very little since the previous summer.

Leon and I discussed which species it likely belonged to. As I had seen a
Northern Mockingbird in the same patch of brush, I think that it was the likely
architect. I later found, while closely inspecting the nest, the altricial feather of a
nestling, gray with orangish tips. I also found a few small leaves, including one that
looked like a fern leaflet.

I have found in my guide books references to various materials woven into
Mimidae thrush nests, including rags, string, and cotton (Harrison, 1978), and
cellophane, preferred by catbirds (Stokes, 1976). The West Virginia Breeding Bird
Atlas (Buckelew & Hall, 1994) notes multiflora as a favored habitat of the Northern
Mockingbird. Stokes’ Guide to Bird Behavior, vol. I (1979) lists “Twigs, leaves,
grape bark, fern rootlets, bits of plastic, string” (p. 196) as nest materials used by
mockingbirds, and notes that the male and female participate in nest building.

I don’t know if the mockingbirds were paid for outdoor advertising, but they
certainly should be commended for their recycling efforts.
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Field Notes
Spring Season
March through May, 1995

James D. Phillips, Editor

Little mention was made of the weather for this season. The good waterfowl
presence of the winter continued into the spring. Most areas experienced a better
than usual shorebird migration in terms of both numbers and variety. Highlights
include increased Bald Eagle and Whip-poor-will sightings and nesting for Great
Blue Herons and Ospreys.

Loons through Raptors—Common Loons passed through the area from mid-
April to mid-May(MBC,JP). Pied-billed Grebes were found throughout the season
while Horned Grebes were present from the second week of March to mid-May.
Double-crested Cormorants were noted on the Ohio River(MBC) and the New
River(JP). George Breiding reports that David Saville, while working on a project
in Canaan Valley, observed an American Bittern from the first week of April to
mid-May. The Great Blue Heron colony in Brooke County contained 46 active
nests by April 11(JB). Elsewhere this species was seen in Ritchie(VC), Hardy(JW),
Tucker(JN), Summers(JP), Kanawha, and Jackson(HG) counties. The first date for
Green Herons was April 18 in Brooke County(BBC). Some reporters considered
them hard to find.

Tundra Swans were seen in Wood County the last week of April and Mute
Swans in mid-March(MBC). A dozen Snow Geese were seen flying over the New
River near the Summers/Raleigh County line in early March(JP). It seems to be an
understatement to say that Canada Geese are abundant. There were mixed reports
about the abundance of Wood Ducks. Green-winged Teal passed through in good
numbers. American Black Ducks had left most of the region by mid-May. Blue-
winged Teals were present in Wood County during most of the period in higher than
usual numbers(MBC). Northern Shovelers were present in the region most of
March. Gadwall were again in good numbers. American Wigeon were most
obvious during mid-to-late March. A few Canvasbacks and Redheads were present
on the New River, Summers County, in mid-March(JP). Some flocks of Ring-
necked Ducks and Lesser Scaup were noted in late March and early April.
Common Goldeneyes, Buffleheads, and Hooded Mergansers had left the region
by the first week of April. Common Mergansers were found across the state from
early March to mid-April, but Red-breasted Mergansers seemed restricted to the
Ohio Valley(MBC).

Black Vultures were seen in Mercer and Summers(JP) counties. Unusual was
one in Ritchie County(VC) in mid-April. Almost everyone had Turkey Vultures by
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the second week of March. A pair of banded Ospreys built a nest on Neal Island in
the Ohio River(MBC). It is assumed they are birds from the hacking program at
Blennerhassett Island. Immature Bald Eagles were seen in March in Wood
County(MBC) and during the entire season on Bluestone Lake, Summers County(JP).
Bald Eagles were also seen on the Ohio side of the Ohio River during March and
April(BBC). A. R. Buckelew located a Cooper’s Hawk nest near his house in Brooke
County in mid-April. Hullet Good located a Red-shouldered Hawk nest on his
property in early March.March 16 was the first date for a Broad-winged Hawk seen
and heard in Pipestem, Summers County(JP).

Gamebirds through warblers—Several people reported seeing young Ruffed
Grouse. No Northern Bobwhites were reported. American Coots were especially
numerous. There were May sightings for Semipalmated Plovers in Wood(MBC)
and Mercer(AM) counties. Both yellowlegs were found in the region from late
March to the middle of May. Solitary Sandpipers were seen by several observers
and seemed fairly common. Spotted Sandpipers were especially common along the
major waterways. Mountwood Bird Club members reported 44 Semipalmated
Sandpipers on May 30 as more than the usual number. In early May they were the
only ones to find Western and Least sandpipers and Dunlin. Pectoral Sandpipers
were present from late March(MBC) to the second week of May(AM).

Common Snipe were noted in the region from mid-March to early May.
American Woodcock were reported for Mercer and Summers counties(JP).
Bonaparte’s Gulls were in Wood County in mid-April(MBC). Ring-billed Gulls
were seen in Summers(JP) and Wood(MBC) counties during March. Common
Terns appeared in Summers County(JP) after a storm in mid-April. Black Terns
were seen along the Ohio River, Wood County(MBC) in late May. Several reporters
found the cuckoos to be more abundant than usual. There were few Eastern
Screech-Owls reported but most observers mentioned finding Barred Owls. Com-
mon Nighthawks had returned by the beginning of May, although George Breiding
found them to be absent from the Morgantown, Monongalia County area. Whip-
poor-wills were found in Kanawha(HG), Hampshire(JW), RitchieJW), Mercer(AM),
Fayette(MT), and Greenbrier(TL) counties and most reporters heard more than one
individual. Chimney Swifts were back by mid-April. Ruby-throated Humming-
birds had returned by the third week of April.

Red-headed Woodpeckers were found in at least three locations in
Ritchie(VC,JW) County and one location in Roane(HG) County and Tucker(JN,GH)
County. At least six birds were seen at two locations. The last date for Yellow-
bellied Sapsuckers was May 13 in Hinton, Summers County(AM). Eastern Wood-
Pewees were back by the third week of April. Acadian, Willow, and Least
flycatchers returned by the second week of May while the Great Crested Flycatch-
ers and Eastern Kingbirds could be found by the first of May. Tree Swallows were
being seen in mid-March and most of the other swallows could be found a month
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later. On May 6 a fallen tree in Bluestone Lake, Summers County contained Tree,
Rough-winged, Bank, CIiff, and Barn swallows(JP). Two nesting colonies of
Bank Swallows were located in Wood County(MBC). House Wrens seemed a bit
late in returning. Both kinglets could still be found in mid-May. Blue-gray
Gnatcatchers were on time.

All of the thrushes were mentioned with only the Swainson’s and Veery being
in any noticeable numbers. White-eyed, Red-eyed, and Warbling vireos were
present by the third week of April while the Solitary and Yellow-throated vireos
made their appearance a week or so earlier. Most of the warblers seemed to be on
time but several contributors commented on their scarcity. Wood County produced
high numbers of Tennessee Warblers on May 13(MBC) while Blackpolls were
everywhere in Summers County on the same day(JP).

Tangers through finches—Both tanagers were found where they were ex-
pected by late April to early May. There seemed to be a statewide movement of Rose-
breasted Grosbeaks in mid-May with good numbers being reported across the
region. The only report of Blue Grosbeaks came from Hampshire County(JW).
Indigo Buntings scemed a bit late in returning. A Dickeissel was seen and heard in
Pipestem, Summers County(JP) on May 28.

America Tree Sparrows were last noted in early March(MBC). Fox Sparrows
were last noted in mid-March(MBC). White-throated and White-crowned spar-
rows were found on migration counts in several counties. Dark-eyed Juncos had
left most arecas by the end of April. Bobolinks were found in Summers(AM),
Tucker(JN), Wood(MBC), and Randolph(MR) counties. Orioles seemed on time
and in pretty good numbers. Pine Siskins were seen in Wood(MBC), Tucker(JN),
and Upshur(VH) counties and the only Evening Grosbeaks for the season were in
Upshur County in mid-March(VH).

Contributors—George Breiding(GB), Brooks Bird Club Headquarters(BBC),
A. R. Buckelew Jr.(JB), Virginia Cronenberger(VC), Hullet Good(HG), Virginia
Bly Hoover(VH), George Hurley(GH), Todd Longenacre(TL), Ann McRae(AM),
Mountwood Bird Club(MBC), John Northeimer(JN), Mary Rieffenberger(MR),
Matt Turner(MT), and Jane Whitaker(JW).

West Virginia Rare Bird Hotline - 304-736-3086.

HC 78, Box 42-C
Pipestem, WV 25979
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