
Black-tailed Godwit in Pennsylvania 
October 1979 

On October 16, 1979, Barbara Haas and John Ginaven were birding at the sewage 
ponds near the Philadelphia International Airport. They waw a large shorebird 
fly in and identified it as a godwit. Although they noticed an extra large 
wing stripe and some rustiness on the side of the head, they called the bird 
a Hudsonian Godwit, not being familiar with Black-tailed. 

On October 19, John Miller observed the same bird in Tinicum National 
Environmental Center. He noticed the extra white in the wings and straight bill, 
but the bird was too far away and flew away before he could get a look at the 
underwinga, which are diagnostic in differentiating godwits. Having seen Black
tailed Godwits overseas, John thought that this might be one. He called me on 
Oct 20, and aake• if I could go down to Tinicum the next day to check it out, 
as he had other c01D1Ritments. 

On Oct 21, liarb, John Ginaven and I arrived at Tinicum around 9:00 AM where 
we met K66th Richards and others. The bird had been seen a short time before, but 
had disappeared, without showing its underwings. After waiting several hours for 
the tide to come in, we decided to go over to the sewage ponds and try there. 

We arrived at the sewage ponds and split into two groups on either side of 
the pond in which it had been seen on the 16th. While waiting for the bird to 
arrive, a Sandhill Crane flew over! A few minutes later, the godwit circled in 
and flew low right over us. The light underwings were quite apparent and confirmed 
it as a Black-tailed Godwit. 

The bird was seen on and off during the following week by many observer•, 
and photographed by Alan Brady. It was last seen on Oct 26, 1979. 

This is the first recorded sighting for Pennsylvania, and the fifth record 
for DK_ North America. As of this writing, January 1980, there is a Black-tailed 
Godwit on Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. Could it be the same bird? 

Franklin C. Haas 
Rte 36 
East Forge Road 
Media, Pa. 19063 
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214 CALL COLLECT, ASK FOR BIRDMAN 

species 

Purple Gallinule 

Common Gallinule 

European Coot 

American Coot 

Caribbean Coot 

North American Jacana 

American Oystercatcher 

Black Oystercatcher 

Black-necked Stilt 

American Avocet 

Double-striped Thick-knee 

Northern Lapwing 

Ringed Plover 

Semipalmated Plover 

Little Ringed Plover 

Wilson's Plover 

!Ulldeer 

Piping Plover 

Snowy Plover 

Mongolian Plover 

Mountain Plover 

Greater Golden Plover 

Lesser Golden Plover 

Black-bellied Plover 

Dotterel 

Black-tailed Godwit 

Hudsonian Godwit 

Bar-tailed Godwit 

Marbled Godwi t 

Eskimo Curlew 
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Bristle-thighed Curlew 

Eurasian Curlew 

_rar _ Eastern Curlew 

Long-billed Curlew 

upland sandpiper 

spotted Redshank 

Marsh Sandpiper 

Greenshank 

Greater Yellowlegs 

Leaser Yellowleg• 

Solitary Sandpiper 

Wood Sandpiper 

Willet 

Terek Sandpiper 

Common Sandpiper 

Spotted Sandpiper 

Gray-tailed Tattler 

Wandering Tattler 

Ruddy Turnstone 

Black Turnstone 

Wilson's Phalarope 

Northern Phalarope 

Red Phalarope 

European Woodcock 

American Woodcock 

Common Snipe 

European Jackani pe 

Short-billed Oowitcher 

Long-billed Dowitcher 
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164 CALL COLLECT, ASK FOR BIRDMAN 

Sadness changed to joy October 26. The day before, while 
I was in Boston on the way to Nova Scotia, Larry Balch had 
called Virginia, and she in turn called me to report that the 
godwit had been seen again at Tinicum. After a half-dozen 
phone calls to change my plans, I arrived at Philadelphia at 
8:25 A.M. and joined Johnny Miller to search for #692. In 
less than an hour, we had it in sight, first while it was flying so 
we could see its big wingstripe and light underwings and 
then as it sat on the tidal flats. Since I had given up on the 
bird twice, once in Alaska and again after the first Tinicum 
trip, you can imagine how tickled I was. 

An unexpected plus of th_e trip was the chance to go 
birding with John C. Miller. He is the size of a pro-footbaH 
lineman, a ramp boss for Northwest Oriem,.AirHnes (the man' 
in charge of the platoon that airline passengers see out the 
window), and the only person I know who spent his first five 
years of birding without binoculars of any kind. To overcome 
such a disadvantage, he had to learn birds by habitat, habits, 
flight characteristics, shapes, and calls, and he has no equal 
on his home grounds. . 

In order to get Great Skua, which I'd missed in four trips 
already, Larry Balch and I decided to take trips on the 
Marine Atlantica and the Marine Nautica, twin 361-foot ferry 
ships that make the 100-mile, six-hour run between North 
Sydney, Nova Scotia, and Port aux Basques, Newfoundland, 
twice each day. Surely we would see Great Skua by making 
this journey during daylight on October 27 and 28. 

We were wrong. By standing on the steel decks of these 
ships for a total of twelve hours (six hours each way), we 
discovered only that the scenery is beautiful, that, of the nine 
time zones in the ABA area, eight are one hour apart and 
one-the Newfoundland Time Zone-is only one half-hour 
from the Atlantic Time Zone, and that the bird population in 
this area is sparse in comparison to that of the Pacific Coast. 
Here's our list for the two days, broken down into half-hour 
periods so you can see why boredom was something to 
contend with: 
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All iJdd"btfdfbfi~ii~ 
'(I, billoculared flock 
By Murray Dubin 
'lftqui_rer Slaff Writer 

There are birds and there are 
birds. 

. . For the past lO d\lys, hundreds of 
· ~- . : birders (bird watchers) have flocked 

i_ from all over the country to the Tini
~/-. cum marshes in southwest Philadel
.. :"·- phia .. With tripods, telescopes and 

cameras, from Colorado, Mississippi 
and Indiana, they have raced the 
dawn to the .marshes in the hope of 
seeing the black-tailed 1:;odwit. 

The black-tail ed whaP 

United States and never in Pennsyl-
vania.· · 

On Oct. 21 , that all changed. 
"The bird was first seen on the 16th 

by John Ginaven of West Chester ._ 
and Frank and Barbara Haas of Rid
ley Creek." said Frank Gill, chairman . 
of the ornithology department at the · 
Academy of Natural Sciences, who 
has termed the finding of the godwit ' 
"the best regional . sighting of the . 
year." • 

Ginaven and the Haases reported 
the bird as a Hudsonian godwit, a 
good bird to spot, but by no means a 
black-tailed godwit. John Miller, a 
long-time birder from Prospect Park, 
saw it a few days later, Gill said. and 
thought it might just be a black
tailed godwit . 

& •• - -· • -"'!- - ·-- · --· o--- ....... -
placed in the top 24 previously 
aides to Parker. Robert A. Ber 
33, who ranked fifth , is the son-i 

Godwit. There are, of course, a. 
·number of godwits (the Hudsonian 
godwit, for one), but the black-tailed 
godwit, a 16-inch-tall , long-billed and 
long-legged bird, is uncommon be
cause it is' a European-bird. seen from 
England t? Siberia but rare ly in Jhe 

"The key marking is the white 
(See BIRD on 2-R) bird, captured in a bird book 
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Orpington 
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27 November 1990 

Thank you for your letter concerning the Black-tailed Godwit record in Philadelphia 
in 1979. 

I have had a careful look at the three photographs, and agree with you that they are 
more likely to be of a Hudsonian than a_ Black-tailed Godwit. I think that they are 
probably all of the same bird, since photo 2 shows a bird in wing moult, consistent 
with the plumage of 3, which as :vou say, is moulting from alternate to basic. 

Taking each photo separately. 
R,t,U;-';) 1. Slightly upturned bill and apparent sooty, dark underwing both support 

Hudsonian. Additionally, I would expect the white wing-bar to extend across the 
inner-wing if it were a Black-tail. 

R,91.t-? 2. Again shows little white on the inner-wing, though in this photo the bird 
is seen to be in wing moult, and the absence of white may be due to the bird having 
moulted the inner secondaries. 

R.ao~~ ~ 3. This photo fell out when I opened your letter, and my initial reaction was 
Bar-tailed', this being the impression given by the slightly upturned bill, To my 

eyes, Black-tailed always look straight-billed, not like this individual. The barring 
on the underparts could point to either species. 

My conclusion is that on the photographic evidence alone the record of Black-tailed 
cannot be confirmed. Indeed, the photographs seem more likely to be of a Hudsonian 
Godwit. Do the written descriptions give clear statements regarding the white 
underwings of the supposed Black-tail? If so, I can only presume that the wrong 
bird was photographed. If not, then I sugge~t that the record of Black-tailed cannot 
be substantiated. 

I hope you find these comments of assistance. 

Yours sincerely 

British Birds Ltd. Directon: Dr R. J. Chandler, Dr M.A. Ogilvie, R. J. Prytherch, Dr J. T. R. Sharrock. 
Registered No. 1511786 England & Wales V.A.T. Reg. No. 335 1813 73 



164 CALL COLLECT, ASK FOR BIRDMAN 

Sadness changed to joy October 26. The day before, while 
I was in Boston on the way to Nova Scotia, Larry Balch had 
called Virginia, and she in turn called me to report that the 
godwit had been seen again at Tinicum. After a half-dozen 
phone calls to change my plans, I arrived at Philadelphia at 
8:25 A.M. and joined Johnny Miller to search for #692. In 
less than an hour, we had it in sight, first while it was flying so 
we could see its big wingstripe and light underwings and 
then as it sat on the tidal flats. Since I had given up on the 
bird twice, once in Alaska and again after the first Tinicum 
trip, you can imagine how tickled I was. 

An unexpected plus of the triJ?, was the chance to go 
birding with John C. Miller. He is the size of a pro-football 
lineman, a ramp boss for-Northw_est Ori~nt.Airluies (the man , 
in charge of the platoon that airline passengers see out the 
window), and the only person I know who spent his first five 
years of birding without binoculars of any kind. To overcome 
such a disadvantage, he had to learn birds by habitat, habits, 
flight characteristics, shapes, and calls, and he has no equal 
on his home grounds. 

In order to get Great Skua, which I'd missed in four trips 
already, Larry Balch and I decided to take trips on the 
Marine Atlantica and the Marine Nautica, twin 361-foot ferry 
ships that make the 100-mile, six-hour run between North 
Sydney, Nova Scotia, and Port aux Basques, Newfoundland, 
twice each day. Surely we would see Great Skua by making 
this journey during daylight on October 27 and 28. 

We were wrong. By standing on the steel decks of these 
ships for a total of twelve hours (six hours each way), we 
discovered only that the scenery is beautiful, that, of the nine 
time zones in the ABA area, eight are one hour apart and 
one-the Newfoundland Time Zone-is only one half-hour 
from the Atlantic Time Zone, and that the bird population in 
this area is sparse in comparison to that of the Pacific Coast. 
Here's our list for the two days, broken down into half-hour 
periods so you can see why boredom was something to 
contend with: 
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Thank you for your letter concerning the Black-tailed Godwit record in Philadelphia 
in 1979. 

I have had a careful look at the three photographs, and agree with you that they are 
more likely to be of a Hudsonian than a Black- tailed Godwit, I think that they are 
probably all of the same bird, since photo 2 shows a bird in wing moult, consistent 
with the plumage of 3, which as you say, is moulting from alternate to basic. 

Taking each photo separately. 
P\.it.JW:: ➔ 1. Slightly upturned bill and apparent sooty, dark underwing both support 

Hudsonian. Additionally, I would expect the white wing- bar to extend across the 
inner-wing if it were a Black- tail. 

R,5i 1,,t- -=) 2. Again shows little white on the inner-wing, though m this photo the bird 
is seen to be in wing moult, and the absence of white may be due to the bird having 
moulted the inner secondaries. 

~~ ~ 3. This photo fell out when I opened your letter, and my initial reaction was 
Bar-tailed', this being the impression given by the slightly upturned bill. To my 

eyes, Black-tailed always look straight- billed, not like this individual. The barring 
on the underparts could point to either species. 

My conclusion is that on the photographic evidence alone the record of Black-tailed 
cannot be confirmed. Indeed, the photographs seem more likely to be of a Hudsonian 
Godwit. Do the written descriptions give clear statements regarding the ,, hite 
underwings of the supposed Black-tail? If so, I can only presume that the wrong 
bird was photographed. If not, then I suggest that the record of Black-tailed cannot 
be substantiated. 

1 hope you find these comments of assistance. 

Yours sincerely 



.. . ,,. 
I Record No.:292-01-1979 

Pennsylvania Ornithological Records Committee 

Voting Tabulation - Round # of 

Species: Black-tailed Godwit 

Date of Sighting: 16 October 1979 to 26 October 1979 

Observer(s): Frank & Barb Haas, John Ginaven, John Miller 

Date of Submission: 1991 A,~/i) 
Submitted by: Frank & Barb Haas 

Member Class I Class II Class III Class IV Class V 

A B C 

E. Kwater X 
B. Haas >< 
F. Haas ?( 

R. Leberman X 
G. McWilliams X 
S. Santner x 
P. Schwalbe >< 
TOTALS lf ~ I 
DECISION X 
Comments: 

Signature (Secretary): ~ ~ Date: 3/J/9Y--




