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Bird Mysteries

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
when Francis M. Weston, the dean of
early birding in northwest Florida, and
Fred Wicke were driving out Ft. Pickens
road. Years before, Weston had been a Boy
Scout advisor for the dif cult Bird Study
merit badge and Fred one of his Scouts.
As frequent eld companions, Fred knew
that Mr. Weston left no stone unturned and
took studious notes of signi cant sightings
on 3 x 5 cards. Suddenly, a bird with a long
streaming tail ew in from the Gulf and
ashed northward across the road right
in front of them! Weston kept driving.
Stop! insisted Fred. But Weston drove
on, ignoring the distinct but unknown and
unidenti ed bird. His explanation? Its
not in the book. So what was this mystery
bird? Although Scissor-tailed Flycatchers
were unknown in our area prior to 1948,
they were in the book, Petersons 1934

Field Guide to the Birds. But an austral migrant, the Fork-tailed

Flycatcher, sometimes overshoots its wintering grounds in
northern South America and ends up in the United States.
Could Weston and Wicke have seen the rst Florida record of
this tropical vagrant, not known in the state prior to 1952?
We Il never know.

Another mystery surfaced in February 1962 when the sub-
marine USS BAND (SS-385, a Guppy 2A diesel-powered attack

submarine) was on patrol 300
miles southeast of Nova Scotia and
at least 200 miles from the near-
est land. Captain George T. Bailey,
USN, brought the submarine to

the surface and raised the whip
antenna to send and receive radio
signals. When he looked through
the periscope, he saw one mean-
looking Osprey perched on the port
antenna base staring back at him
through the periscope! Captain
Bailey snapped a picture of the
Osprey complete with the subma-
rine clock in the upper right side of
the photo and kept it for posterity.
So how did an Osprey end up so far
out to sea, and how lucky could it

Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) photographed through ~ have been to nd such a sturdy, but
a periscope on the submarine USS Band in 1962.  temporary, perch?

An older avian mystery involves
a painting by Mark Cateshy, an eighteenth-century English
naturalist who described numerous species of plants and
animals from Americas colonial era. Between 1712 and 1726
he spent much of his time near Williamsburg and Charleston,
surveying and painting ora and fauna. Many of his discover-
ies were new to science and were cited by Carl Linnaeus, who
laid the foundations for the modern scheme of binomial no-
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