Black Rail in Berks County
by Mark W. Miller and Mark Monroe

Exploring the out-of-doors at
nightintroduces the naturalistioa
mystericus, and sometimes
unnerving world. Strange sounds
emanating from the darkness
become the norm. Many nocturnal
animals are notoriously secretiva,
Often they may be heard calling
from distant mountaing, deep
forest, znd nearby marshes,
However, these animals are rarelv
seen, and therein lies the heart of
their mystery, Unraveling such
nocturnal mysteries is an exciting

and rewarding challenge for
scientists whe venture into the
darkness.

During Spring 1995, Mark W,
Miller (MW initiated a study of
frog and toad breeding-community
dynamics in northern Berks
County, Pa. The study design
involved visiting several wetlands
each week-night to document
breeding activity. A tape recorder
wis used to create a permanent
record of amphibian vocalizations
durtng each w+isit. Field work,
which bezan on 4 May, continues.

The study invelved identifying
amphibian species by sound, and a
concerted effort was made to
identify all animal sounds at least
toclass, During the first two weeks
of the study several bird species

were heard singing or calling,
incleding Mallard (Anas
platyrhynehos), Killdeer
(Charadrivs vociferus), Great

Horned Owl (Bube wirginionus),
and an occasional passerine.
However, nothing unusual was
notad, MW often did field work
alone, and happened to be alone on
17 Maywv, the tenth night of the
study. That night at 11:00 pm an
unusual bird-like call was heard
upon arriving at one of the study
sites, the Cricket Farm Marsh, a
marsh at the southeast corner of
the intersection of Mountain Road
and New Bethel Church Road in
Albany Township, along the foot of
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the Kittatinny Fidge, MWDM has
extensive birding experience,
particalarly with wetland birds
However, thizs eall was unfamiliar
to him, The calls were loud.
persistent and nearby, and were
gasilv recorded on tape. When
amphibian sampling was finished.
the first author turned his
attention. to the unusual call
which he assumed was probably
made by a migrant shorebird,
After a few more minutes of
listening and taping, he decided 1o
meve to the next studv site and 1o
ask the second author about the
eall the following dav.

Upon hearing the taped call,
Mark Monree {(MM) immediately
suggested that it was made by a
Black Rail (Latercllus
Jamaicensis), but first wanted to
compare it with taped calls of other
rails. We compared the call o
thaese of all North American rail
species on a commercially
available tape ofbird voealizations,
and we both concluded that the
bird at the amphibian study site
was indeed a male Elack Rail
That day MM posted the discovery
on the PaBirds internet listserver,
and we estimate that > 100 people
subsequently wvisited the Cocket
Farm Marsh and heard the rail
call. Several visitors also made
tape recordings of the call, and at
least one wvisitor videotaped the
marsh, albeit at night.

The rail's call was loud, clear,
and unique, so the first author iz
certain in retrospect that the bird
had not called during previous
amphibian surveys on 4-7 May or
10-14 May, However, no survey
was made on 13-16 May. A Black
Rail was heard calling at the site
by at least one of uson 17-21 and
28 May and on 1 and 2 June. The
second author measured call
frequency during the afternoon,
evening and night. The bird tended
to call with low frequency between
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1500 and near dusk. During the
last hour before dusk call
frequency increased until calling
became virtually continuous. The
bird then tended to fall silent for
approximately two hours, after
which it resumed calling every 6-
L0 seconds for hours into the night.
On 1 June individual calls
themselves seemed noticeably
slower. The bird was last heard
during the 2 June ampohibian
survey when it called twica. It was
not heard again by either of us, nor
to our knowledpe by anvone else,
The bird was seen on 23 Mav by
Joe Majdan who posted his
sighting on the FaBirds listserver.

Black Rails are not known to
breed in Pennsylvania, and only
approximately 14 previous records
exist for the species in the state
(Pooie 1964; Schutsky 1992). Our
recard is the first for this species in
Berks County (Uhrich 1997). At
one point the second author felt
that he may have heard a female
Black Rail as well, but that call
was not recorded or confirmed. The
Cricket Farm Marsh is dominated
by low non-woody vegetation,
apparently grasses and sedges,
although we have not entered the
property to examine wvegsiation
closely. Standing water 1is
restricted largely to a small pand
and a stream converted to a
drainage ditch. Cattails are not
dominant. The marsh is
approximately 73 x 150 m at mest,
and is located in & highly
agricultural area. Two sides are
bordered by crop land, one by a
horse pasture and one by a
woodlat, The pasture and one field
of small grains were separated
from the marsh by the two roads
mentioned above.

Schutsky (1992) stated that
birders must conduct “sericus
nocturnal feld work™ to better
understand the distribution and
breeding status of the Black Railin
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Pannsvlvania: However, to do so
pirders may have Lo consciously
decide to venture outdoors after
Gark, knuwing that relatively faw
species will be  encountered,
koowing that those few species
t=at are encountered probahly will
mot be seen. and believing that
harr chances of finding a Black
23i] small. Herpetologists
recularly conduct fieldwork at
aizhe 1o weiland habitat, tend to
relv on auditory cues out of
mecessity  and  frequently ape
record what they hear. As interest

are

in amphibian research and
monitoring increases,
herpetologists familiar with

mocturnal sounds in general may
add greatly to our understanding
of the distribution, if not breeding
status, of nocturnal wetland birds,
Suchinter-disciplinary cooperation
can only benetit the fauna of
Pennsvivania and should be
explored,
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Pennsylvania Bird-Foray
Susquehannock State Forest
Potter County, 11-12 June 1999

av Deuane Hoffman

The fled = organize 4 foray for
hirders in Pennavlvionn onignated from the

knewn successes of the Brooxs Sied Club
Foray i West Virginia. The annuai West
Virgin:an event 15 ap ntense biolemeal
survey drawing pralessional and amatsur
scteniists © niology-retated fleldz for 2
seven-day stucy 0f remote areas. Hecently
sixvoluntesrs participated in cwoday siody
ln-aorch central Pennsslvania

Far this event, all Souadars and
intarmal mads were drven ind surveved
using general canvassing methods rather
than interval methods, Pasicipants also
walked trails passiog thoough aabieat most
represectative of the stadr arsa. P30
Spectal Area Project cecording codes wers
yaed for the broeding staces of birds 2een

The arudy ares encompassed a 13-
sguare-mile track of land located in
sauthessern  Potter Cousty  centersd
arpund Cde Bull Starte Parlk PA rousa 44
and the wvillage of Oleon: marked the
nortbern boundary, The eastern boundary
conatsted of s1ate forest maintainad Twelve
Mlile Road and Shephard Road, The tawn af
Cross Fork marked the sovthern boundary
and the western boundary congisted of
Cross Fork Road and Hungry dollow Boead.

Mostdominatmgofthe areas physical
features is the Kettle Cres: Watershed
Areqa, bounded on the east and west by igh
ndyes with 3 madmum  elevation of
approximately 2250 fest above sea level
Low elevation was 1200 feet above sea lavel
at Cross Fork.

Lying within the habitat of primarily
northern hardwood forsst were several
micro-habitats. includiag  white pine
plantation, beaver meadow and pond,
successional pastureland, and regenerating
clear-cut areas. The villages of Oleona amid
Crnss Fork also lent to the diversity of
habitat. It is importani to aote that
approximately 90% of the study area was
within state public lands.

During this 35 party hower survey,
ninety-one  species were recorded, the
majority of which were associated with
forested bhabitat, Of the otal species
recorded, 43 (30%) wers confirmed
breeders, 15 (16%) wers probable breeders,
31 {34%) were possible breeders. A vast
majority of the species were woedland,
representative of the habitat, A goed
indieation of the undevelopad nature of this
area can be surmised by the lack of
domestic species. Only six European
Starlings, three Brown-headed Cowbirds,
and two House Sparrows were recorded,
and thers was no Rock Deve or House
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Finch recordad

Bast finds meluded Sora i
beavar meadew'. Agadian  Flwe:
fchought to Be a rare breedsr i Porar

Countyy, Yellowahroated Vireo, and
Mashville Warbdier. By for, the higgest miss
of the survey was the party's inability <o
visually or andibiy

Participants

David Hauber (Coudersporti, Macy
Harrold (Superiztendant, Ole Bull Stazs
Park), Deuane tzbura), Mika
Leaby iKnox), Chas Hebers (Dillsburg,
wtern at Ole Bull Sawe Pack' acd 3am
Sinderson (Pleazans Hilis)
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Creen Heron

Great Blue Heron
Cannda Gogse
Wood Duch
Common Mergansar
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Turizey Vulture
Sharp-shinned Hawk
Broad-winged Hawk
Red-tailed Hawk
Hurfed Crouse
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Spotted Sandpiper
Mourmning Dove
Yellow-billed Cuckon
Eastern Screech-Owl
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Great Horned Owl

Barred Owl

Chimnuey Swilt
Buby-throatad Hummnghird

Belted Kingfisher
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Yellow-bellied Japsuczar
Downy Woodpecker
Hairy Woodpecker
Morthern Flickes
Pileatad Woodpacker
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Eastarn Wood-Pawea
Acadian Flyeazcher
Alder Flycatcher
Least Flyeatcher
Eastern Phosbe
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Great-rrested Fiycatcher
Eastern Kinghird

Tree Swallow

Northern Rough-wingsd Swallow
Bank Swallow
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