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A HUDSONIAN GODWIT AT SAPELO ISLAND, GEORGIA
T. M. Rial
The Hudsonian Godwit (Limosa haemastica) may now be added
to the official state list of Georgia. This is an account of the obser-
vations of this rare bird, made and confirmed by four competent
birders.

On December 30, 1972, during the annual Christmas Bird Count
on Sapelo Island, Georgia, (35°25'N, 81°17'W), Jack L. Cooper and I
were one of four two-man teams making the count. In mid-afternoon
we drove to the small sub-island of Cabretta, located on the east central
portion of Sapelo. We parked our vehicle in a grove behind high dunes
and cautiously walked across the dunes toward the open beach. From
the top of the dune we could see that the incoming tide was still well
out, exposing sandbars and a wide, gently sloping beach. A slight
breeze was blowing and the sky was partially covered by high clouds.
The light was good, although we had more direct sun in the late after-
noon. The day was unseasonably mild. The temperature at the time was
approximately 60-65°F.

As we stopped to survey the area, we saw literally thousands of
shore birds on the outer beaches in addition to hundreds of birds
feeding along the edges of large tidal pools near the berm. We con-
tinued cautiously toward the open beach, using low dunes and sea oats
for cover. Finding a good spot for observation, with the light at our
backs, Jack set up his 15x-60x scope to check the birds on the outer
beach. I was checking the birds at the tidal pools with 7x42B Trinovid
binoculars.

About 150 yards to the left and in front of me, I noted nine Mar-
bled Godwits (Limosa fedoa) feeding in the shallows on the ocean side
of the tidal pool. Several Willets (Catoptrophorus semipalmatus) were
feeding nearby. Among the Marbled Godwits was a smaller bird that I
did not examine closely, assuming it was one of the Willets. After scan-
ning the birds for perhaps a minute, some inner alarm flashed — “It’s
different.”
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I swung my binoculars back to the group of Marbled Godwits to
examine the smaller bird. I could see clearly that the bill was slightly
upcurved and longer than that of a Willet. The appearance and general
shape gave the image of a smaller but similarly proportioned Marbled
Godwit. At this instant, the group flushed. I lowered my binoculars and
watched the group fly low in front of us.

The Marbled Godwits flew no more than a yard or two above the
sand in a loose V at a distance of about 50 to 75 yards. They flew
leisurely to my right, matching wing-beat for wing-beat, glide for glide,
much in the manner of Pelicans. The V was unbalanced with two birds
in one leg and six birds in the other. About four birds from the leader
on the longer leg, I saw ‘the bird.’

The mental alarm flashed again. “Like Willet, but not Willet.” I
could see the white wing stripe, but not the flashy Willet pattern. The
white tail coverts with the wide black band on the tail were very distine-
tive in contrast to the Marbled Godwits in the same flight.

The outstanding impression I had is that the behavior of this
slightly smaller and distinctly marked bird conformed most precisely to
that of the larger Marbled Godwits during the short flight. It was ob-
vious to me that he was accepted as one of the group, yet, just as ob-
viously, he was of a different species. I assumed the “lock and key” fit
of the behavior pattern of the two closely related species was near
enough to permit the outsider to become an insider.

The group lighted on the edge of the same tidal pool, ap-
proximately 100 yards to my right. I alerted Cooper and pointed to
where the group was now feeding. All the while I was frantically trying
to find the plate of large shore birds in Robbins’ Birds of North

America (1).

Jack picked up the different bird immediately and after observing
it for a minute or so, began to check field marks in Peterson’s A Field
Guide to the Birds (2). At that moment I gasped, “Hudsonian Godwit,”
and Jack said, “Right! ” For a minute or two we studied the bird, our
field guides in hand, comparing the Hudsonian Godwit with the Mar-
bled Godwit and the inevitable nearby Willets. We were convinced we
were seeing a Hudsonian Godwit. The birds flushed again and flew
south along the beach. At that moment I don’t believe either of us
realized the rarity of our observation, although we both felt it would be
new to the count.
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We continued counting other birds and, after a short time, about
4:00 p.m., we saw a second two-man team of our count birders appear
on the top of the tallest dune. We waved wildly and motioned for them
to join us. When they arrived, we told Dr. L. B. Davenport, Jr. (Head,
Dept. of Biology, Armstrong State College) and James W. Reinig (Life
Science student, Harvard University) of our sighting of the Hudsonian
Godwit.

As they were planning to bird along the south beach of Cabretta,
we asked them to inspect all the Godwits they saw, since we would like
to have independent confirmation of this rare bird. They agreed and
the teams parted. (Mr. Reinig’s report on the observations he and Dr.
Davenport made follow this article).

Upon returning to our quarters and a subsequent search of
literature, we became aware of the true rarity of our bird and
recognized that this probably would be the first documented obser-
vation for the state of Georgia: A once in a lifetime event.

In Georgia Birds (5) Burleigh places the Hudsonian Godwit on the
hypothetical list for the state, with a reference to John LeConte’s list of
the birds of Georgia [ White 1849] and the fact that no specimen has
been taken in the state. Burleigh does write that it would not be sur-
prising if this species occurred occasionally.

Sprunt and Chamberlain in South Carolina Bird Life (6) record
one visual observation. E. Von S. Dingle saw one bird in the coastal
region near Charleston in May, 1941. Based on this single sighting,
they include the Hudsonian Godwit on the state list because of the
unusually reliable reputation and skill of the observer. In reference to
behavior of the Hudsonian Godwit they state, “In general habits and
probably in choice of food it does not differ materially from other God-
wits.”

Normally, the Hudsonian Godwit would winter in the area of ex-
treme southern South America (1), (2), (3), (4), (7), and winter
sightings are extremely rare. But Sprunt and Chamberlain quote Dr.
Coues (1868) in stating that the species does occur in winter in South
Carolina.

We have no reason to believe this bird was a European Black-
tailed Godwit, which would be highly unlikely in any case.
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Considering the circumstances and the numbers of observers, the
witnesses are convinced that the Hudsonian Godwit can safely be add-
ed to the state list of Georgia as an “Accidental.”

791 Boardman Road, Aiken, South Carolina 29801
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THE HUDSONIAN GODWIT SIGHTING
ON SAPELO ISLAND, GEORGIA

James W. Reinig

At approximately 4:05 p.m. on December 30, 1972, Dr. Leslie B.
Davenport, Jr., and I met T. M. Rial and Jack L. Cooper on the beach
in the middle of Cabretta Island, off Sapelo Island, Georgia.

Rial and Cooper informed us they believed one member of a flock
of Godwits that had just flown down the beach was a Hudsonian God-
wit (Limosa haemastica). At that time, the Godwits were about 100
yards south of us down the beach. Les Davenport and I then agreed to
inspect the group in an attempt to confirm or disallow the sighting. On
that afternoon, we counted a total of 60 Marbled Godwits (Limosa
fedoa) on that beach.

Dr. Davenport and I circled out of sight of the Godwits in the area
behind the dunes next to the shore in order that we might be able to
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get a look at the Godwits in better lighting. We circled around to the
beach 300 yards down from our original position, and from that spot
we noticed no Hudsonian Godwit among the flock of Marbled Godwits.
Then we walked on down the beach and inspected 40 more Marbled
Godwits.

We continued down the beach toward the southernmost tip of
Cabretta, turned around, and again inspected the flock of 40 Marbled
Godwits while Les Davenport took a few photos. We came back up the
beach looking closely at all the flocks of Godwits in the area. Finally, at
5:15, we arrived at the last flock of Godwits on the beach. It contained
four Marbled Godwits, two Willets (Catoptrophorus semipalmatus) and
one bird that turned out to be the Hudsonian Godwit. The mixed flock
allowed a detailed comparison of the Hudsonian Godwit with the other
accompanying species.

The bill length of the Hudsonian Godwit was at least three-fourths
the length of the Marbled Godwit’s bill. The bill was also noticeably
curved upward, and was much longer than that of the Willets next to it,
whose bills were much straighter.

The two Willets then flew off and a moment later two Marbled
Godwits. This left the two remaining Marbled Godwits and the Hud-
sonian Godwit. The last two Marbled Godwits left a minute later,
leaving just the Hudsonian Godwit.

We approached within 20 yards of the bird on the ground under
quite good lighting conditions. The bird then flew within 45 feet of our
position. We observed the definite difference in the black-white wing
pattern as compared with a Willet as it flew by us. The black on the tail
with the white tip was definitely distinctive.

We did not pursue the bird further, as by flying down the beach it
was again in bad lighting. With the lens on Dr. Davenport’s camera
(50mm) only a poor quality picture could have been obtained in the
deepening dusk and we were both very positive of the accuracy of our
sighting under such good conditions.

Upon my return to Harvard College, where I am a student, I in-
vestigated the differences in the fall plumages between the Willet and
the Hudsonian Godwit. Using specimens from Harvard’s Museum of
Comparative Zoology, I found that all the field marks recorded in my
notes corresponded exactly with those of the museum birds.

1014 Stanton Drive, North Augusta, S. C. 29841.
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WINTERING NORTHERN ORIOLES
IN THOMASVILLE, GEORGIA

Robert L. Crawford
Erickson (1969) has reviewed the great increase in numbers of
wintering Northern Orioles (lcterus galbula) of the “Baltimore” form
that has occurred in the southeastern United States within the last 25
years. This species’ change in status in south Georgia during this time
has followed closely the patterns noted by Erickson for the Southeast
as a whole. Greene et al. (1945, p. 63) listed only one winter record for
the entire state of Georgia. However, beginning in the late 1940’s, win-
tering “Baltimore” Orioles began to appear in Georgia, particularly in
the southern portion, with increasing regularity and abundance (Stod-
dard, 1951; Burleigh, 1958, pp. 586-587; Denton and Hopkins, 1969,
p. 49). By the early 1970’s, the winter occurrence of “Baltimore”
Orioles in south Georgia was, with one qualification, considered com-
mon (Crawford and Dozier, 1973). They are found commonly,
however, only in association with feeding stations and are rarely seen
any appreciable distance from urban or suburban areas. Erickson (op.

cit.) found this condition to be widespread.

Thomasville, in southwestern Georgia, has a considerable number
of persons feeding “Baltimore” Orioles each winter. In fact, in some
years, the coverage of just two or three of these feeders on the day of
the annual Christmas Bird Count has given the Thomasville count the
national high for “Baltimore” Orioles. However, due to the feeding
behavior of these birds, which move in roving flocks from feeder to
feeder, it was never possible to obtain any estimate of the species’ win-
ter population in the Thomasville area. Consequently, in the fall of
1971, I determined to organize a synchronized watch of the feeders in
Thomasville, using as many of the feeding stations as possible,

Twenty-five persons volunteered to participate in the project
which was organized as follows: “Baltimore” Orioles were to be
counted on the feeders during two 10-minute periods per day. The
“watch times” were to be from 0845 to 0855 and from 1230 to 1240
EDT. By synchronizing the watchers’ clocks with a local time check, it
was hoped that all would be watching at exactly the same time and
would thus reduce the possibility of duplicated counts. In addition to a
simple total of orioles seen, the watchers were asked to break the count
down into two categories: “males” (adult male-type plumage) and
“females, etc.” (females and immature males). A preliminary trial
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count was taken on Sunday, 19 December 1971. Counts were then

taken on eight consecutive Sundays beginning 9 January and ending
27 February 1972.
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Fig. 1. Numbers of feeding “Baltimore” Orioles seen in 10-minute
watches at 25 feeders in December, 1971 and January, February, 1972
with mean daily temperatures for the watch days plotted above.

The results, shown in Figure 1, show three peaks of high counts:
68 on 16 January, 44 on 6 February, and 75 on 27 February. Some of
the fluctuations in numbers can be correlated with the rise and fall of
the mean daily temperature for these days, also shown in Figure 1.
Drops in temperature usually show a corresponding rise in the number
of feeding birds, especially with extremes. However, it will be noted



8 THE ORIOLE March

that the high peak reached on 27 February was accompanied by a rise
in the mean temperature, indicating that perhaps factors other than
temperature were influencing the birds’” feeding habits.

As stated earlier, the watchers broke down their counts into two
categories: “males” and “females, etc.” The latter classification was
used because of the difficulty in separating immature males from
females in the field (see Ridgeway, 1915, p. 377). The male forms
made up a surprisingly high percentage of reported birds. Daily per-
centages of male forms averaged 39.7% (range: 27-58%) in the
morning and 43.7% (range: 27-62%) in the afternoon. Totals for all 9
days give these percentages of male forms: 37.4% (144 of 385) for the
mornings and 35.1% (66 of 188) for the afternoons. In contrast,
Erickson (op. cit.), using the same breakdown by sexes (i.e., lumping
females and immature males), found the males to make up a much
smaller percentage. In five samples, his percentages aver~oced 12.8%
(range: 3.5-15.8%). The percentage of males for his total sampic v
13.2% (131 of 993). The fact that female “Baltimore” Orioles ca:
assume a male-like plumage (Ridgeway, op. cit.) that might be detected
while banding could account for some of the discrepancy between
Erickson’s and the present data. Even taking this into consideration,
though, the percentages of males reported herein seems high. If
Erickson was right in suggesting that a lowering of his male percentage
1 year (15.6 to 3.5%) might reflect a good breeding season the
previous summer because of the presence of more immature birds,
then perhaps the high percentages here might inversely reflect poor
breeding success for the 1971 season. Pertinent issues of American
Birds, however, give no such corroborating data. Thus, the seemingly
high percentage of males reported here cannot be adequately ex-
plained.

From the results obtained in this study, it is still not possible to
estimate the number of “Baltimore” Orioles wintering in the
Thomasville area since less than half of the known feeders in
Thomasville were involved. The fact, though, that over 70 presumably
different orioles were seen in one 10-minute period suggests quite a
large population of these birds in the Thomasville area, perhaps as
large as any in the Southeast.

I would like to thank the following who generously gave their time
and help to this project: Mrs. Green Alday, Miss Agness Ball, Mr. and
Mrs. Chris CoCroft, Mr. W. C. Crawford, Dr. Everett Christensen, Mr.
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E. H. Driver, Miss Helen Fennema, Mrs. Rachel French, Mrs. Ran-
dolph Malone, Mrs. James McCollum, Mrs. William McCollum, Mrs.
Fred Murphy, Mr. and Mrs. James Neil, Mrs. Fred Scott, Mr. Lloyd
Watson, Dr. and Mrs. Charles Watt, Mr. B. H. Williams, Mr. and Mrs.
E. J. Williamson, Mr. Neil Williamson, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Wilson,
and Mr. and Mrs. Robert Wise. Particular thanks are due to Leon Neel
for much help and useful advice.
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GENERAL NOTES

ROUGH-LEGGED HAWK IN NEWTON COUNTY—On November
28, 1972, Wes Hester, a student at Georgia State University, spotted a
large hawk hovering over a grassy area on 1-20 at the Hazelbrand exit
near Covington, Newton County, Georgia. The hawk was hovering low
and allowed Wes to observe it at fairly close range. The prominent
black patches at the bend of the wing, the streaked breast, the black
band near the end of the tail and the black border along the tips of the
primaries and secondaries led Wes to identify the bird as a Rough-
legged Hawk, Buteo lagopus.

The next day I accompanied Wes to the area and found the bird
about one fourth mile north of the interstate in a large field. We ob-
served the hawk sailing and hovering over the field for about twenty
minutes. The hawk then spotted something in the field and hovered for
fifteen or twenty seconds before it dove. From one hundred feet up the
hawk folded its wings and began a near vertical dive. About halfway
down it partially opened its wings and slowed its speed, then folded its
wings again and did not check its speed until it was four feet from the
ground. The hawk remained on the ground with its kill for three
minutes before it flew over a hill and out of sight.

On November 31 Mike Einhorn visited the area and saw the bird
briefly. Mike was fortunate enough, however, to see the hawk land on a
utility pole and to observe the white extending from the rump well
down the tail feathers which is another characteristic of this species.
The area was visited on several occasions after November 31 but the
hawk was not seen again.

The Rough-legged Hawk has been recorded from at least four
other locations in the state including Charlton, Chatham, and Thomas
Counties (Burleigh, T. D. 1958, Georgia Birds, U. of Okla. Press, Nor-
man). The only other record in the piedmont seems to be a bird seen
on the 1970 Atlanta Christmas Bird Count at the Fulton County air-
port.

The appearance of the Newton County bird followed shortly after
a period of severe storms with high winds moved out of the Plains and
the Midwest.

Tom W. French, 2540 Sharondale Drive, Atlanta, Georgia 30305
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MONK PARAKEET IN ATLANTA — On February 28, 1973, I saw a
Monk Parakeet (Myiopsitta monachus) in the southwest section of
Atlanta. Identification was confirmed on March 3rd by Don Cohrs,
Dan Hans, Bob Manns, and Terry Moore. In addition, the bird was ob-
served on March 11th by Lou Fink, Earle Greene, Sara Hans, and
Carlton and Mary Anne Neville. Several definitive pictures were taken
of the bird by Dan Hans. I believe this is the first verified sighting of
the Monk Parakeet in Georgia, although many recent reports from
non-birders in the Atlanta area of “large green birds” may well be of
the same species.

This particular bird built a nest in the back yard of Mr. and Mrs.
Charles Graham in April, 1972. The nest is a somewhat globular mass
of twigs and sticks, about two feet in diameter, 35-40 feet above the
ground in a pine tree. The Grahams say the bird used the nest as an
overnight roost until August of 1972. Since that time its roosting site is
unknown to them. However, it continues to return to their feeding
station several times each day and feeds on commercial wild bird seed.

The parakeet is about the same size and shape as a Mourning
Dove, but colored quite differently. Its back is green; the belly and
thighs are bright yellow; the forehead, cheeks, throat, and breast are
light gray with darker feather edging giving a slightly barred effect; the
tail is bluish-green; the primaries are dark blue; the bill is flesh
colored, showing some yellow in bright light; the legs and feet are gray.
This bird is not banded. In very strong light, Mr. Greene and I noted a
gray wash effect over the green in the scapular region. This description
matches quite closely the only picture I was able to find of the Monk,
Quaker, Grey-breasted, or Gray-headed Parakeet (Steinbacher, 1959.)

According to Bump (1971) some 12,000 of these birds were im-
ported into the United States in 1968. Since that time some of these
parakeets have been released, have escaped, or were inadvertently
freed and have managed to spread through several northeastern states
and Florida (American Birds, 1972). Recently, there have been ad-
ditional first sightings in western New York and the Appalachian, mid-
dlewestern prairie, and southern Great Plains regions (Able, 1973).

At present, there seems to be some concern over the rather rapid
spread of this introduced bird because it is considered an agricultural
pest in its native South America, feeding on fruits and grain. Ob-
viously, this is one of the risks of importing “exotics” as pointed out by
Bump (1971) and Ryan (1972). Many would have the bird put on the
“wanted” list and eradicated if possible. However, Roger Tory Peterson
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has been quoted as saying, “That’s being an alarmist. The parrot is just
a bird that comes to people’s feeding stations.” No doubt Mr. Peter-
son’s attitude would be more widely accepted by birders. The bird
would certainly be more atiractive than our numerous introduced
Starlings and House Sparrows! Pest or esthetic addition to the
avifauna of Georgia, at least one Monk Parakeet has arrived.
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Doris Cohrs, P. O. Box 90817, East Point, Georgia 30344

HAWK FLIGHT IN RABUN COUNTY — On September 22, 1972,
we observed a flight of 63 Broad-winged Hawks over Eastman Moun-
tain. The weather was sunny and mild, temperature 74, time 10:35 to
11:30. Winds were light and variable, mostly northwesterly. The hawks
came in small groups of 10 to 15, each group lazily circling, but
gradually moving southward. On September 23 on Black Rock Moun-
tain we observed 25 more Broad-wings. Weather was cool and cloudy,
and there was no flight until the weather cleared about 11 A.M. Obser-
vers were E. O. and Marie B. Mellinger, Caroline G. Newhall.

E. O. Mellinger, Route 1, Tiger, Georgia 30576




