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I hope everyone enjoyed the June issue of The Broadwing and is out photographing for June 2021, 
when ideally, we will be back to regular meetings. I appreciate that we have the virtual 
alternative, but I miss the individual contact and the recounting of recent birding experiences, 
and the brownies and cookies, of course. 
 
We are once again fortunate to have an article written by Rick Wright in this issue that educates 
and entertains at the same time. He has also contributed a book review. There is also a little 
history with a story about flightless birds, even though it is birds that have intrigued the minds of 
men and women since the beginning of time and convinced us that one day we would fly as well. 
My contribution is a continuation of my morning walk around The Serpentine and The Long 
Water, and for no apparent reason there are pelicans on page 2. 
 
Finally, I want to thank everyone who participates in our Zoom meetings, the quiz was enjoyable, 
and we plan to have another one very soon. We also got a good look at Panama. Lastly, I hope 
everyone continues to enjoy our weekly quizzes stays safe. 
 
Sandy 
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Brown Pelicans and a friend in Sarasota, FL. 
 

Great White Pelicans and a Great Cormorant in St. James Park, London, UK  
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Flightless Birds 

September 16, 1903 
 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the sky became the next frontier, and scientists raced to 
emulate birds. Samuel Langley, a well-known astronomer, attempted to couple steam-power 

with flight in his model, the Langley Aerodrome or the Buzzard. His aerodrome model was 

steam-powered and capable of being launched from a houseboat on the Potomac. In Langley's 
attempt to limit the extent to which the plane would be heavier than air, he produced a plane 

too fragile for powered flight. In this cartoon, Berryman shares a laugh with the many species 

of flightless birds as the Buzzard's third attempt at flight ended in failure. He would attempt to 

launch the aerodrome two more times (unsuccessfully) before the Wright Brothers made 

history. 
 
 
Flightless Birds 
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A Duck Tail 
Rick Wright 

 
Common and familiar over great stretches of North 
America and the Caribbean, the Ruddy Duck was 
nevertheless a latecomer to formal ornithological 
history. Not until 1785τlong after most New World 
waterfowl had been cataloguedτdid the English 
ornithologist John Latham describe what he called the 
Jamaica Shoveller, named for the provenance of the 
type specimen and its broad, spatulate bill. (Latham 
1785) Latham pointed out a second notable feature at 

ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΥ άǘŀƛƭ Ǉƭŀƛƴ Řǳǎƪȅ ōǊƻǿƴ Χ ŎǳƴŜƛŦƻǊƳ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƭƻƴƎΦέ 
ό[ŀǘƘŀƳ мтурύ {ƻƳŜ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ²ƛƭǎƻƴ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘέ ǘƘŜ ŘǳŎƪ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ wǳŘŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ǘŀƛƭΣ άƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ǘŀǇŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ 
ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎΦέ ό²ƛƭǎƻƴ мумпύ  
 
That absurdly long, stiff, wedge-shaped tail continues to serve modern birders as the Ruddy 
5ǳŎƪΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŀƭƛŜƴǘ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƳŀǊƪΦ Wǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƭƻƴƎ 
unsolved.  
 
Today, we know that Ruddy Ducks use their tails to maneuver when feeding under water and, at 
least in males, to attract and impress the opposite sex in mating displays. (Johnsgard 2017) As 
ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ǳǎ ƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜ wǳŘŘȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǘŀƛƭ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ 
speculation. As late as 1903, the final, posthumous edition ƻŦ 9ƭƭƛƻǘǘ /ƻǳŜǎΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ YŜȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘ άǎǿƛƳǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘǎ ǊǳŘŘŜǊ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǳǎŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻǊƳƻǊŀƴǘΩǎέ ǘŀƛƭ 
(Coues 1903). Latham (1785), in describing the closely related and similarly long-tailed White-
headed Duck of the Old World, had claimed that even when the bird was not diving the tail 
ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǊǳŘŘŜǊΣ άƛƳƳŜǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƳǇΦέ wŜŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ 
experiences with living Ruddy Ducks fifty years after Latham, John James Audubon wrote that he 
άǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊƛous manner in which they used their tail when swimming [on the surface], 
ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƴƻǿ ŀǎ ŀ ǊǳŘŘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻǘƛƻƴΦέ ό!ǳŘǳōƻƴ муоуύ  
 
The English naturalist and author Thomas Campbell Eyton offered a more thorough explanation 
of the possible effect of ǘƘŀǘ άǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴέ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ also suppose 
ώǘƘŜ wǳŘŘȅ 5ǳŎƪΩǎ ǘŀƛƭϐ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŘƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ 
ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƭƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅΦέ ό9ȅǘƻƴ муоуύ 9ȅǘƻƴ ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ 
to add his own speculation on the matter, a speculation perhaps inspired by the etymology of 
ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƎŜƴǳǎ ƴŀƳŜ 9ǊƛǎƳŀǘǳǊŀΣ άǇǊƻǇ ǘŀƛƭΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƭƻƴƎΣ ǎǘƛŦŦ ǊŜŎǘǊƛŎŜǎΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ ǿŜǊŜ 
άŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴ ǎƘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΣ ώǘƘŜ ŘǳŎƪǎΩϐ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ 
necessarily upright, the legs beinƎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŦŀǊ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎΦέ ό9ȅǘƻƴ муоуύ wǳŘŘȅ 5ǳŎƪǎ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ 
ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ŘǊȅ ƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ άǇǳǎƘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǊŜŀǎǘǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
lean back, upright, on their tail (Brua 2020). 
 
By far the most imaginative explanation of the RudŘȅ 5ǳŎƪΩǎ ǘŀƛƭ ǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ŦƻǊǘƘ ōȅ DŜƻǊƎŜ hǊŘΣ 
ŦƛŜƭŘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŜŘƛǘƻǊ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ American Ornithology. Surprisingly, 
Wilson never saw this species in life but in describing the two specimens in Charles Willson 
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tŜŀƭŜΩǎ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀ aǳǎŜǳƳΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ōȅ άŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ Χ ƛǘǎ 
tapering sharp pointed ǘŀƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŀǊǊƻǿΦέ ό²ƛƭǎƻƴ мумпύ hǊŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
had the advantage of an apparent increase in the numbers of a species that Wilson had called 
άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǊŀǊŜέ όмумпύΦ hǊŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŜǎƘΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ individual 
Ruddy DucksΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ άǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƭŜ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎέ ƛƴ 
tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴ tŜŀƭŜΩǎ aǳǎŜǳƳ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ 
of Natural Sciences. (Ord 1829) 
 
hǊŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŦts of the tail 
ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ Χ 
ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜōǎΣέ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎŀǎŜ 
by a full inch, with the bare shaft branching 
ƛƴǘƻ άǊƛƎƛŘ ōǊƛǎǘƭŜǎΣ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǘŀƛƭέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ aŀǎƪŜŘ 5ǳŎƪΦ 9ŀŎƘ ƻŦ 
hǊŘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƎŀǾŜ άǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊance of 
the tail feathers having been furnished 
with the like process, but which had been 
ǊǳōōŜŘ ƻŦŦΦέ όhǊŘ мунфύ ¢ƘŜ άǊŀƳƛŦƛŜŘέ 
feather tips Ord describes were later 
identified as the remnants of down 
adhering to the emerging rectrices. (Coues 1878) Abrasion of the tail feathers is a normal part of 
ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ wǳŘŘȅ 5ǳŎƪΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǘƻƻΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
άǊŜŎǘǊƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŦǊŀȅŜŘ ƻǊ ōǊƻƪŜƴέ ƛƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǇƭǳƳŀƎŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ōŀǊŜ ǎƘŀŦǘǎΦ 
(Brua 2020)  
 
Ord, howeverΣ ǇǊƻǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ άǎǘƛŦŦΣ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ ŀ ²ƻƻŘǇŜŎƪŜǊΣέ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ άǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 5ǳŎƪ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǘŀƛƭ ƛƴ 
ŎƭƛƳōƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǊƻŎƪǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŜŜǎέ όhǊŘ мунфύΣ ŀn evocative image if ever 
there was one. 

 
The actual nesting habits of the Ruddy Duck would not 
be revealed for another nearly thirty years. In 1857, 
Osbert Salvin undertook his first expedition to 
Guatemala (Mullens and Swann 1917), a journey that 
would ultimately inspire the great Biologia centrali-
americana. On that first visit, he discovered what seems 
to have been the first Ruddy Duck nest known to 
scienceτnot in the cleft of a canyon wall or deep inside 

ŀ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ǘǊŜŜΣ ōǳǘ άŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŜŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƪŜέ ƴŜŀǊ {ŀƴ aƛƎǳŜƭ 5ǳŜƷŀǎΣ 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ άƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ŦƭŀƎǎΣ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƻǿƴΦέ ό{ŎƭŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ {ŀƭǾƛƴ мурфύ  
 
The truth is decidedly mundane, even sƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ DŜƻǊƎŜ hǊŘΩǎ 
romantic vision of pudgy scansorial waterfowl clambering about in the wilds of North America. 
But it is worth remembering that everything modern birders know, someone before us had to 
learn.   
 
 
 


