
Band-rumped Storm-petrel 
Bald Eagle State Park, Centre County, Pennsylvania, 9/20/03 

Rick Wiltraut 

With winds exceeding 15 5 mph, Hurricane Isabel will be known as one of the strongest 
hurricanes ever to threaten the U.S. Isabel made landfall during the early afternoon of September 
18, 2003 between Cape Lookout and Ocracoke Island, North Carolina. Fortunately, by the time it 
reached land, it had weaken from a Category 5 hurricane to a Category 2, with sustained winds 
near 100 mph. Despite weakening in strength, Isabel caused major damage and power outages in 
North Carolina and many other states. The projected path was for the eye to pass right through 
Pennsylvania, so many PA birders were gearing up for a search of wayward oceanic birds. Jason 
Horn and I had planned to get together on Friday, September 19th as the storm was passing 
through Pennsylvania and head down to the lower Delaware River near the Philadelphia 
International Airport area in hopes of finding some good birds. At the last minute, Jason had 
heard that the eye of the storm was to pass further west then what we expected, so we decided on 
Long Level in York County as being our best bet. We wanted to be at what we felt was the best 
location possible east of the eye and Long Level offered an excellent view of the Susquehanna 
River. We left around midnight. The trip down wasn't too bad until we got close to the river. 
Then it started to get a little hairy. The storm was definitely moving through as we crossed the 
Wrightsville Bridge at around 2 a.m. (Friday morning). The wind and rain was blowing across the 
bridge and my car was shaking as The Beatles "I Should Have Known Better" blasted from my 
speakers. I never experienced anything like it and, at the time, I wasn't sure that I wanted to. On 
our way down along the river we had to dodge numerous branches and large limbs, some of 
which had to be moved out of the way. Downed power lines and large trees crushing our cars 
were definitely on our minds as we worked our way down to Long Level. When we arrived at 
Long Level, waves were smacking against the shore. After awhile, Dave Wilton pulled in, making 
us feel a little better knowing that we weren't the only birders crazy enough to be out in these 
conditions. Despite the anticipation, we managed to get some sleep. 

It wasn't long before daybreak and we were scanning the river. During the morning Eric 
Witmer, Tom Garner, Jerry Book, Randy Miller, Deuane Hoffinan and Dan Heathcote joined the 
search. The morning was rather slow except for a few Laughing Gulls, but as the day progressed 
lots of terns and gulls were piling up on the "flats" on the Lancaster side of the river. 
Unfortunately none of us had a boat to get out there and one can only guess at what we missed. 
At some point during the morning I said something to Jason like, "I wonder what's happening up 
at Bald Eagle" (state park in Centre County), knowing that it was a large body of water 
smack in the middle of the state with the potential for something rare. During the day there was a 
continuous flow of reports of sightings coming in from all parts of the state. Eric lifted our spirits 
when he spotted two adult Sooty Terns flying downriver. Before the day was over we had also 
seen a Pomarine Jaeger and three juvenile Sabine's Gulls! In the evening, Jason and I decided to 
head up to Yellow Creek State Park in Indiana County in hopes of seeing a Leach's Storm-petrel 
and ajuvenile Sabine's Gull that was reported there during the day. We woke up the next morning 
with high hopes, but we struck out on the petrel and the gull. As we headed out, we heard that 
Dave Wilton and Peter Robinson had just seen an adult Sabine's Gull on the beach at Bald Eagle 
State Park, so I talked Jason in to going for it. Who doesn't want to see an adult Sabine's Gull, . 
right? Actually I didn't have to do that much convincing since neither one of us had ever seen an 



adult Sabine's in PA and we both thought there was always the possibility we might luck into 
something else. 

Things seem pretty quiet when we arrived at the beach with no sign of the gull. We were 
scanning the lake when Jason yelled something like, "RICK, STORM-PETREL!" I couldn't 
believe it! The bird appeared to our left heading right and it flew past us low over the water. The 
bird was obviously a storm-petrel, small and blackish-brown with a conspicuous white rump. The 
upper wings were blackish-brown with grayish greater coverts forming a pale diagonal bar on 
each wing. It was constantly flying back and forth on steady, shallow wing beats, with low, 
banking turns in a zigzag course, interrupted by shearvater-like glides on bowed wings. It often 
fed in the wakes of motorboats that were passing by. After studying the bird for several minutes, 
we decided that it wasn't a Leach's Storm-petrel based on the fact that the bird was not flying with 
the bounding flight style of a Common Nighthawk, a behavior very useful in picking out Leach's 
at sea. Also the carpal bar on the upper wing formed by the grayish greater coverts did not extend 
all the way to the leading edge of the wing as in a Leach's Stormpetrel. The tail did not appear to 
be forked and we could not detect a dark line dividing the white rump patch ( usually hard to see 
on many birds unless at close range). Also, the shape of the patch itself looked wrong for Leach's 
(Leach's has a somewhat "V' shaped patch). The patch on this bird seemed more evenly cut. It 
was hard to determine the amount of white extending on to the undertail coverts. We also ruled 
out Wilson's Storm-petrel based on the flight behavior (Wilson's is direct and fluttery like a 
swallow) and the shape of the wings. Wilson's has rather short, broad wings which lack the sharp 
bend at the carpal, thus making the edges of the wing look straighter and less angled. The wings 
on this bird were somewhat intermediate between Leach's and Wilson's. Also, the feet did not 
extend beyond the end of the tail. We concluded that the bird was a Band-rumped Storm-petrel 
(Oceanodroma castro). We watched the bird for about an hour, sometimes as close as 
approximately 200 feet. Viewing conditions were excellent under mostly clear skies. Optics 
included Leica 10 x 42 binoculars and a Leica 20-60x spotting scope. Both Jason and I had 
previous experience with Band-rumps on pelagic trips in the Gulf Stream off North Carolina 
where the species is regular during the summer months. We have also seen thousands of Wilson's 
Storm-petrels on trips off New Jersey and North Carolina, and hundreds of Leach's, mostly on the 
ferry to Newfoundland, but also off New Jersey and North Carolina. Dave Wilton and Peter 
Robinson also observed the bird and Jason took extensive video footage. As we were watching 
the storm-petrel, Jason spotted an Arctic Tern flying over the lake and we also saw the adult 
Sabine's Gull fly past several times. Pending acceptance by P.O.R.C., the Band-rumped 
Storm-petrel, Sabine's Gull, and Arctic Tern would be the first records for Centre County. 

Apparently, unknown to us, a Band-rumped Storm-petrel had been reported at the lake 
the day before and another one was found alive at a pancake house in Bellefonte! The only other 
state records are of one found dead at Chambersburg, Franklin County, 4/ 15112 and one picked 
up at Manchester Beach, Erie County, 2/24/98. 
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