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A Personal Perspective on Searching for the Ivory-Billed
Woodpecker: A 41-Year Quest
Paul W. Sykes, Jr.

I first learned about the Patuxent Wildlife Research Center (Patuxent) in Laurel, MD, while attending high school in
the mid-1950s. Patuxent wildlife biologists Brooke Meanley,
Chandler (Chan) S. Robbins, and Robert (Bob) E. Stewart, Sr.,
visited me at my parents’ home in Norfolk, VA. I was the
compiler of the Norfolk County Christmas Bird Count (which
included the eastern portion of the Virginia sector of the Dismal Swamp). As part of that count, we had for several years
been estimating populations of red-winged blackbirds (Agelaius phoeniceus) and common grackles (Quiscalus quiscula)
in the millions. Patuxent was beginning studies of blackbird
depredations on agricultural crops.
Approximately 10 years later, while I was attending
graduate school at North Carolina State University at Raleigh,
the chairman of my graduate committee, Thomas L. Quay,
professor of zoology, suggested that I visit Patuxent to meet
some of the staff and investigate job opportunities with the
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife (which became the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) within the U.S. Department of
the Interior. I made two such trips, and was greatly impressed
by the caliber of the research being conducted at Patuxent.
Toward the end of my graduate studies during the first
half of 1967, I applied for a position as a wildlife biologist
(research) at Patuxent, and, much to my delight, I got the job.
I was hired on July 7, 1967, by Ray C. Erickson, Assistant
Director of Patuxent; he was also in charge of the Endangered
Wildlife Research Program housed at Snowden Hall on the
Patuxent campus. At that time, Eugene (Dusty) H. Dustman
was the center director, Pearle Sisler was head of the personnel
office, and Bertha Preston was the program’s secretary, with
Barbara Nichols coming on board several years later. Others
in the program at the time included Glen Smart, Gene Cowan,
Bruce Williams, James Stephenson, and Wayne Shifflett.
Wildlife biologists at the field stations included John L. Sincock at Kauai, Winston (Win) E. Banko on the “Big Island” of
Hawaii, Fred C. Sibley in California, Roy E. Tomlinson in Arizona, and Donald Fortenbery in South Dakota. Bill and Lucille
Stickel and Brooke Meanley and family lived nearby at Patuxent in a two-story duplex. (In the late 1960s, fellow employees
were addressed by their first names, from the Bureau director
down. The agency was like extended family.)

After the departure of Norman Holgerson, my duty
station was a one-man office in Delray Beach, Palm Beach
County, FL. This was my first permanent job, and resulted in
a career that lasted just short of 40 years; I retired on April 3,
2007. My primary duties were to investigate the distribution,
population dynamics, and biology of the snail kite (Rostrhamus sociabilis plumbeus) (at that time the common name
was Everglade kite or Florida Everglade kite), the ivorybilled woodpecker (Campephilus principalis principalis),
the dusky seaside sparrow (Ammodramus maritimus nigrescens) (formerly considered a full species, unfortunately now
extinct), and other endangered species in the southeastern
United States.
The Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife Research
project work unit on the ivory-billed woodpecker (IBWO),
“Status and distribution of the American ivory-billed

Nestling ivory-billed woodpecker and J.J. Kuhn, local guide,
in the Singer Tract, LA, March 6, 1938. Photo by James T.
Tanner, graduate student, Cornell University. Photo coutesy
of Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge Collection at the
Louisiana State University Library, Baton Rouge, LA.
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woodpecker,” authorized me to work with the species in the
southeastern United States from October 1, 1967, to October 1, 1970. Given the circumstances, this project became
open-ended, or, as fellow researcher J. Michael Scott (at the
Hawaii field station on the “Big Island”) told Ray Erickson at
one of our Endangered Species Research Program meetings at
Patuxent, “Thanks for the long leash.”
The information presented here is derived from my
weekly and monthly activity reports (1967–92), memoranda
and other correspondence, office files, my field notes, the
literature, and consultations and work with others. My efforts
to find the IBWO are described here for the first time, and are
presented in chronological order. The names of those who
contributed to my field work are included for the historical
record. Without the help of these persons and many others, my
searches would not have been possible.

Searches
On my first attempt to locate an IBWO, I traveled alone
to the Green Swamp in northern Polk County, FL, on October
14, 1967. On October 16, I accompanied Richard A. Long
(wildlife officer, Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission—now the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission), in an
open 4x4 Jeep into the Green Swamp along the Withlacoochee
River in Polk and Sumter Counties. It was on this trip that I
heard what sounded like a loud white-breasted nuthatch (Sitta
carolinensis)—like the “kent” calls of an IBWO. I had on
tape a copy of IBWO vocalizations from the Cornell Lab of
Ornithology (Ithaca, NY) that Professors Arthur A. Allen and
Peter Paul Kellogg and doctoral student James T. Tanner had
recorded at the Singer Tract (an 81,000-acre property named
after the sewing machine company that owned the land) in
northeastern Louisiana in the mid-1930s. I had studied this
tape prior to beginning my search so I could readily recognize
the vocalizations if I encountered any IBWOs.
When I heard the nuthatch-like vocalizations, the hair
on the back of my neck stood up and I experienced an intense
adrenaline rush. Richard quickly stopped the vehicle on the
bank of the river. I stepped out of the vehicle and looked
around. The sound originated at the top of a water oak (Quercus nigra)—it was a blue jay (Cyanocitta cristata)! I was both
surprised and disappointed—but I learned that blue jays can
produce a very good imitation of an IBWO call and, therefore,
hearing the bird without seeing it can lead to false reports of
this woodpecker. From that time to the present (2016), I have
heard from observers who witnessed blue jays making such
calls; one report was from New Jersey, far from the IBWO’s
historic range. Other species, particularly northern flickers
(Colaptes auratus), also may on occasion mimic an IBWO
call. Henry M. Stevenson (professor of zoology, Florida
State University, oral commun., about 1969) told me he had
witnessed a flicker giving a call that sounded like that of an
IBWO in either Alabama or northern Florida (I cannot recall
which). In Louisiana, graduate student Laurence (Laurie)

J.J. Kuhn, a local guide, and Peter Paul Kellogg, Cornell University, making
sound recording of ivory-billed woodpecker in the Singer Tract, LA, April 1935.
Photo by James T. Tanner, Cornell University graduate student. Photo courtesy
of Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge Collection at the Louisiana State
University Library, Baton Rouge, LA.

C. Binford (Louisiana State University, oral commun., about
1969) heard a flicker giving a call that sounded like an IBWO.
In both cases, the source of the calls was found and the birds’
true identities were determined. At the time, neither of these
gentlemen knew of the other’s observation.
H.V. (Tommy) Hines (pilot and game management
agent, Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife) flew me over
the Green Swamp and along the course of the Withlacoochee
River on October 17, 1967. No IBWOs were found in the
swamp on October 14, 16, or 17.
I conducted a search in southwestern Florida on October 31, 1967, with James (Jimmy) Poncier (wildlife officer,
Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission). We worked
Bright Hour Ranch, Sour Orange Hammock, Myrtle Slough,
and Prairie Creek in DeSoto County, and the Sparkman area
and Babcock Ranch in Charlotte County. In the late afternoon, I flew with John R. Dowd (pilot, Florida Game and
Fresh Water Fish Commission) for 1.5 hours at low altitude
(300–400 feet [ft]), making a big loop over the State psychiatric hospital on Florida State Road 70, Sour Orange Hammock,
Tipper Bay Slough, Telegraph Swamp, Babcock Ranch, Prairie Creek, and Tiger Bay Slough. No IBWOs were detected
and no sign of their presence was noted.
On November 10, 1967, Henry Stevenson (Florida State
University) and I searched for IBWOs on the Chipola River
and at Dead Lake in Gulf and Calhoun Counties in the Florida
Panhandle. We lost our way on the river for a short time, as
we returned to the boat landing after dark with no flashlight or
other light source. We did not observe any IBWOs or see any
sign of their presence. In 1950, IBWOs were reported in this
area by ornithologists Whitney Eastman and Muriel Kelso,
and also by Davis Crompton, a birder from Massachusetts, but
in that same year James T. Tanner (then professor of zoology,
University of Tennessee) and Herbert L. Stoddard, Sr. (director

and president of Tall Timbers Research Station, Tallahassee,
FL), searching separately, did not locate the species. However,
naturalist John V. Dennis reported hearing an IBWO call five
times in the Chipola River Swamp on April 5, 1951. This
appears to be the last report of the IBWO in the area (Jackson,
2004).
On November 12, 1967, Wayne Shifflett (then a refuge
management trainee at St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge,
formerly at Patuxent) and I looked for IBWOs along the east
side of the Apalachicola River, in Tates Hell Swamp, and in
part of the Apalachicola National Forest in Franklin County,
FL, with negative results. I spent much of November 13 on
the east side of the Apalachicola River in Liberty County, also
with negative results.
I visited Tall Timbers Research Station just north of
Tallahassee on November 14, 1967, where W. Wilson Baker
(biologist at the station) introduced me to Herbert Stoddard.
Stoddard stated that he had seen IBWOs several times, but did
not divulge dates, locations, or other details of his sightings
(Herbert Stoddard, Tall Timbers Research Station, oral commun., 1967). I learned later that most of Stoddard’s sightings

James Tanner near large sweet gum tree in optimum ivory-billed woodpecker
habitat, Singer Tract, LA, May 1937. Photo by James T. Tanner, Cornell
University graduate student. Photo courtesy of Tensas River National Wildlife
Refuge Collection at the Louisiana State University Library, Baton Rouge, LA.

had occurred years earlier when he was much younger.
Presumably such sightings were in the Panhandle of Florida. I
never discovered the exact locations of most of them.
My first special assignment away from Patuxent’s Florida
field station was to verify reports by John Dennis of IBWO
sightings in what is now the Big Thicket National Preserve of
eastern Texas. I had first met John in the late 1950s on Martha’s Vineyard, MA, when I was an undergraduate student. At
that time he was mist-netting (capturing birds with Japanese
mist nets) and banding landbird migrants as part of “Operation Recovery,” a cooperative study of fall bird migration in
the eastern United States, mainly along the Atlantic Coast.
On April 17, 1948, John Dennis and Davis Crompton had
rediscovered and photographed IBWOs in eastern Cuba after
the species had not been seen for several years (Dennis, 1948;
Jackson, 2004). In 1966–68, John was under contract with the
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife to locate IBWOs that
were being reported by local residents in eastern Texas.
I met Harry Goodwin (Endangered Species Manager,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service [USFWS]) at his office in the
Main Interior Building in Washington, D.C., on August 9,
1967. Harry briefed me on the reports that John Dennis had
been sending him of IBWO sightings, vocalizations, feeding
signs, etc., in East Texas. Harry needed to know for certain
if these reports were accurate (at one point Dennis estimated
5 to 10 pairs). The information Harry presented to me was
very encouraging.
On the afternoon of August 25, 1967, I was at an IBWO
meeting at Patuxent that was attended by John Dennis, Ray
Erickson, and Harry Goodwin, and also Patuxent research
managers Ralph Andrews and Gene Knoder. At this gathering,
I obtained more information on contacts and places to search
in East Texas, coastal South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. In
the course of our discussions, Dennis mentioned that because
beetle infestations in large timber stands might tend to attract
any IBWO present in an area, it might be worthwhile to
contact foresters in the southeastern United States for possible leads to the locations of such infestations (John Dennis,
contractor, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, oral commun.,
1967). At the close of the meeting, he gave me several suggestions based on his long experience searching for IBWOs
that I found helpful during field work in Texas starting in early
January 1968.
With the information I had been given at this meeting and
the earlier meeting with Harry Goodwin, I fully expected to
find an IBWO in the southeastern United States in the coming year. In preparation for the trip to Texas, I invited James
Tanner to join me in searching for IBWO in Texas, and he
accepted. Jim (who died in January 1991) was the world’s
foremost authority on the IBWO and is the only person ever to
have conducted a formal study of the species in the wild in the
United States (Tanner, 1942), as part of his doctoral program
at Cornell University under the direction of Arthur Allen. All
other investigators, from Mark Catesby in 1731 to recent times
(Catesby, 1731; Jackson, 2002), have had only brief encounters with IBWOs.
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Male ivory-billed woodpecker at nest in red maple tree, Singer Tract, LA, April
1935. Photo by James T. Tanner, Cornell University graduate student. Photo
coutesy of Tensas River National Wildlife Refuge Collection at the Louisiana
State University Library, Baton Rouge, LA.

While en route to East Texas in early January 1968, I
visited Henry Stevenson at Florida State University; George
H. Lowery, Jr., and Robert J. Newman (professors of zoology, Museum of Zoology, Louisiana State University, Baton
Rouge); and Jacob (Jake) M. Valentine (Gulf Coast Wildlife
Management Biologist, Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife, Lafayette, LA) to discuss IBWOs and Mississippi sandhill
cranes (Grus canadensis pulla). Upon reaching Texas, I talked
with Bureau and State personnel about the IBWO and made
arrangements to obtain access to boats and to fly over the
Neches River flood plain. I began field work on January 10
and continued through January 31, 1968, in the Neches and
Angelina River bottoms and a section along the Trinity River
to the west, spending a total of 118 hours in the field. During
the search, I covered 64 mi on foot, 372 mi by boat, 380 mi by
airplane, and 2,600 mi in vehicles. Jim Tanner and I searched
in the field together from January 19 to 27, and the two of us
spent January 23 in the field with John Dennis. During January
21–27, Jim Tanner and I were joined in the field by Ernest
McDaniel. Ernest was a teacher living in Kountze, TX, and
a past president of the Texas Ornithological Society. He is an
accomplished birder and woodsman, and knows East Texas
well, particularly the area north of Dam B Reservoir on the
Neches River bottoms, where most reported sightings have
occurred. Ernest had been searching in the Big Thicket region
for the past 6 years, but had not seen or heard an IBWO.
During 1966 and 1967, he increased his efforts to find the
bird. He had been checking woodpecker cavities, finding only
evidence of the common species of woodpeckers and small

mammals. (It should be noted that he could free-climb a tree
like a squirrel.)
The Neches River bottoms are used heavily for outdoor
recreation and commercial purposes. We interviewed several people who had reported seeing an IBWO. We searched
carefully (two or more times) on foot in localities where the
birds had been reported, as well as at other areas that appeared
promising. Stopping and listening for a period of several minutes at intervals was standard procedure in all field work. The
search protocol also included looking for feeding signs (bark
scaling, pits, etc.) and possible nesting/roosting cavities. Tanner (1942) used this technique for locating IBWOs and found
it to be highly successful.
I did not see or hear any IBWOs or find any tangible
evidence to confirm their presence in eastern Texas. Reliable observers have not seen IBWOs despite being alert and
searching for them in the Neches River Basin. We found
during searching that feeding sign and several roost holes
believed to be made by IBWOs were actually those of the
pileated woodpecker (Dryocopus pileatus), a very common
species in the Big Thicket region.
With most IBWO reports, a bird had either been seen but
not heard, or heard but not seen. Many reports of IBWOs had
been accepted without question, leading to the dissemination
of much erroneous information. Although it cannot be proven
that IBWOs are not present, it is remotely possible that the
birds that were reported were merely passing through the area
where they were seen. The reported sightings of the IBWO
in eastern Texas appear to be misidentifications, probably of
pileated woodpeckers. I submitted a 31-page in-house report
(P.W. Sykes, Jr., U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, unpub. report,
1968), which included an appendix of 14 maps (portions of
U.S. Geological Survey [USGS] topographic quadrangles
showing the areas visited), documenting my findings to Ray
Erickson, Harry Goodwin, and John Aldrich (zoologist,
National Museum of Natural History, Washington, D.C.). On
my return trip to the field station at Delray Beach, I stopped
at Louisiana State University and briefly discussed my findings in East Texas with George Lowery and several of his
graduate students.
George M. Heinzman and H. Norton Agey (Heinzmann
[sic] and Agey, 1971; Heinzman’s name is misspelled throughout the article), working on surveys for the Florida Audubon
Society’s Bald Eagle Conservation Project, covered more than
1 million acres in central Florida, mostly large cattle ranches.
They had access to most of the private properties, and visited
them as many as three or four times per year to document the
status of activity at eagle nests. They reported sightings or
vocalizations of IBWOs on 11 occasions from 1967 to 1969,
with no reports in 1965 and 1966. They spent 41 days in the
area where they reported the presence of IBWOs. I was invited
to join them in 1968 and was asked not to divulge the search
location. I honored that request for 43 years but, because no
IBWOs have been reported from this particular location since
1969 and all principal parties are deceased, I believe it is now
time to make the location known. The Heinzman and Agey
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IBWO reports were at a large cattle ranch with locked gates
west of U.S. Route 27 in Hardee and Highlands Counties,
north of Highlands Hammock State Park.
I visited the site with George and Norton on May 18 and
19, 1968. We did not see or hear any IBWOs. Prior to my
visit, on January 21, 1968, the duo found a dead sweetgum
(Liquidambar styraciflua) that exhibited a freshly excavated
cavity whose entrance hole was 44 ft above ground. On April
21 they found the tree had fallen and its trunk had broken into
pieces at the entrance hole. Measurements of the entrance hole
and cavity were more characteristic of IBWO than of pileated
woodpecker. Two down feathers were found in the cavity, and
a white feather was found on the ground beside the entrance
hole. The feathers were sent to the U.S. National Museum of
Natural History (a part of the Smithsonian Institution), and the
white feather was identified by Alexander Wetmore, former
Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution and world-renowned
ornithologist, as the innermost secondary feather of an IBWO.
Dr. Wetmore commented that he could not positively identify
the down feathers because no IBWO nestling specimens (this
was prior to widespread use of deoxyribonucleic acid [DNA]
analysis) were available for comparison (Heinzmann [sic] and
Agey, 1971). Some years later, Jerome Jackson (Whiteker
Eminent Scholar in Science at Florida Gulf Coast University, Naples, FL, oral commun., 1994) examined the white
feather and agreed it was the innermost secondary feather of

an IBWO. After George Heinzman died, Norton Agey kept
the tree stub with the cavity for a while, then gave it to Byrum
(Buck) W. Cooper (a birder and friend of Norton, living in
Haines City, FL). Buck donated the tree stub to the Florida
Museum of Natural History. The stub with the cavity (now
reassembled) and the three feathers are still at the Florida
Museum of Natural History on the campus of the University of Florida in Gainesville, where I have examined them
several times.
In an interesting twist to this story, Jerome Jackson, while
examining IBWO specimens at the Florida Museum of Natural
History, found the innermost secondary feather missing from a
female IBWO specimen collected in Florida in 1929. Is this an
amazing coincidence or was fraudulent activity involved? We
will probably never know with certainty. I can only say that
George Heinzman and Norton Agey were friends of mine, and
I do not believe they would commit such an act.
Heinzman and Agey recorded what they thought were
vocalizations of an IBWO, but subsequent analysis at the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology revealed them to be those of a
pileated woodpecker. Samples from the base of the quill of
the white secondary feather were sent to two laboratories for
genetic analysis in 2005 to verify the identification as material
from an IBWO. The results from the two labs were inconclusive (Andrew [Andy] W. Kratter, Florida Museum of Natural
History, oral commun., about 2005). In addition to his position
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Comparison of pileated and ivory-billed woodpeckers showing ventral and dorsal views in flight and perched. From paintings by David Allen Sibley, well-known
author and bird artist; used with permission.
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as Curator of Birds at the Florida Museum of Natural History,
Andy served on the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU)
Committee on Classification and Nomenclature, and formerly
served on the American Birding Association’s Checklist
Committee. But, to my knowledge, the feathers have not been
tested for arsenic or other preservatives that would have been
used in preparation of a museum specimen to protect it in
a collection.
I revisited the Green Swamp of Florida on October 1,
1969, with Gary Hickman (biologist, Bureau River Basins
Office, Vero Beach, FL; later in his career he was USFWS
regional director for Alaska, Anchorage). We covered areas
in the Withlacoochee State Forest from the North, Center,
and South Grade Roads, and a road extension off the Center
Grade. On October 2, Gary and I covered areas on the north
and south sides of the Withlacoochee River in the Green
Swamp and some private lands along the river. Both days
produced negative results.
During 1970, reports of IBWO came from South Carolina. From September 12 to 20, 1970, I searched in Scape Oer
and Black Water Swamps and along the Congaree River with
Bob and Liz Teulings, Evelyn Dabbs, Eli Parker, and Peggy
Kilby. Bob Teulings is a coauthor of “Birds of the Carolinas”
(Potter and others, 1980, 2006); Evelyn Dabbs at the time was
the President of the Carolina Bird Club; Eli Parker was a local
birder who claimed to have seen IBWOs in the Scape Oer
Swamp (Sumter County) in all seasons pre-1970; and Peggy
Kilby was a local birder. I soon discovered that Eli knew the
pileated woodpecker quite well. The Teulings and I canoed
45 mi down the Congaree River starting just south of Columbia on September 15. On September 18, from Santee, the
Teulings and I canoed 2 mi on the Congaree and 23 mi on the
Wateree River. Evelyn Dabbs, the Teulings, and I searched a
swamp area in the central part of the Francis Marion National
Forest on September 19. The Scape Oer Swamp was searched
on September 12, 13, 14, 17, and 20. In the course of searching I played a tape of the IBWO vocalizations, but we did not
see or hear any IBWOs.
At the 1971 AOU meeting in Seattle, WA, Professor
George Lowery of LSU had two color, slightly out-of-focus
photographs, apparently taken with an inexpensive camera
by someone he knew (see Jackson [2004] for details). The
photos were believed to have been taken within a year or so
of the meeting. I, along with several others, including Laurence (Laurie) C. Binford (California Academy of Science)
and Burt L. Monroe, Jr. (professor of biology, University of
Louisville, later to become chairman of the AOU’s Committee
on Classification and Nomenclature) were invited to view the
photos. We went to Dennis R. Paulson’s lab at the University
of Washington to examine the photos more carefully. The
images were small, but showed the correct color and markings
of the IBWO. The bill and eyes were not visible, and we could
not determine whether, in fact, the image was of a live bird.
Nearly all those present were skeptical of the authenticity of
the photos and the photographer. At that time Professor Lowery would not reveal the location where the photos were taken

or the name of the person who took them. It was surmised by
those present in Paulson’s lab at the time that the location was
somewhere in the Atchafalaya River Basin of southern Louisiana. Therefore, during the early 1970s, I acquired a set of
USGS 7.5-minute quadrangles covering the entire Atchafalaya
River Basin. I planned to fly over the region, identify the most
promising areas on the quads, and check them by boat and on
foot to determine whether IBWOs might still be present. Funding for this proposed project was not forthcoming, however,
and the plan was abandoned.
From 1973 through 1984, I looked for IBWOs in peninsular Florida, including the Big Cypress area (now Big
Cypress National Preserve); Fakahatchee Strand (now Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park); Ocala National Forest;
Loxahatchee River; and Highlands Hammock, Myakka River,
and Tomoka State Parks. I visited some of these areas several
times without finding any sign of IBWO. From 1985 through
1999, I did not search for IBWOs, as I had transferred to
Patuxent’s Athens, GA, field station and was involved with
other research projects. During this latter period I did not hear
of any IBWO reports that sounded plausible.
On April 1, 1999 (April Fool’s Day!), while hunting turkeys, David Kulivan, a graduate student at LSU, observed at
close range what he thought was a pair of IBWOs in the Pearl
River Wildlife Management Area (WMA). This area is on the
Mississippi–Louisiana border, on the east side of Interstate
59 and just north of Slidell, LA. His description of the birds
was excellent. This sighting was not made public for several weeks. Shortly after the news broke, I was contacted by
Robert (Bob) P. Russell (biologist, USFWS, Minneapolis–St.
Paul, MN) about a trip he was planning to search for IBWOs
in the Pearl River WMA early in 2000, prior to leaf-out. In
early February 2000, 10 people including Bob and I met at a
motel in Slidell. For the next 10 days we (I was afield February 5–9) systematically searched for IBWOs in teams of two
or three, with negative results except for Juliana Simpson (a
birding friend of Bob Russell), who claimed to have heard and
glimpsed an IBWO. This report was investigated immediately,
but no IBWO was found. We concentrated our efforts in and
around the site where Kulivan reported his sighting. The entire
WMA is heavily hunted (only squirrel hunting was in season
during our visit). A team search by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology in early 2002 did not find any IBWOs or any sign that
they were present.
Several weeks prior to the dramatic public announcement
of the rediscovery of IBWO by John (Fitz) W. Fitzpatrick
(Director, Cornell Lab of Ornithology), Scott Simon (Director, Arkansas Chapter of The Nature Conservancy), Gale
Norton (Secretary of the Interior), and others at Main Interior
Building, Washington, D.C., on April 28, 2005, I received
a telephone call from longtime birding friend Carl Perry in
Pennsylvania that an IBWO had been observed in the Big
Woods of eastern Arkansas. As all searching in 2004 and early
2005 had been kept secret, I was awestruck by this news. Carl
had been tracking reports of IBWO sightings for several years
and had developed an e-mail and telephone “grapevine” with
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as well as other sites in the White River NWR. We were
assisted by Richard E. Hines (refuge biologist), Jamie Kellum (refuge forester), and graduate students T.J. Benson and
Nick Anich (Arkansas State University). We began to examine
and measure the bill marks of pileated woodpeckers on trees
where bark scaling and furrow excavations were present. We
did this outside Arkansas to compare our observations with the
features we had found at White River NWR.
On August 11–14, 2005, I visited Arkansas again. I traveled by canoe with M. David Luneau, Jr. (professor of electronics, University of Arkansas at Little Rock), on the Bayou
de View north of State Route 17 on August 12. On April 25,
2004, David and his brother-in-law had inadvertently captured
on video a distant, out-of-focus image of a large black and
white woodpecker flying from behind the base of a tree. The
camera was set on automatic and therefore was focused on the
nearest object(s), which happened to be the handle of a canoe
paddle and his brother-in-law’s knee; consequently, the background with the bird was out of focus. This is the 4 seconds of
video analyzed by the Cornell Lab, which concluded that the

Paul Sykes, U.S. Geological Survey, searching for the ivory-billed woodpecker in Bayou de View, AR, in 2005. Photo by Oron L. (Sonny) Bass, Jr., Everglades
National Park.
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many people throughout the southeastern United States. For
details of the event, see Fitzpatrick (2005), Fitzpatrick and
others (2005), Milius (2005), and Stokstad (2007).
I traveled to eastern Arkansas six times in search of the
IBWO and looked for possible signs that it might be present. The earlier trips were on my own time and at my own
expense, as as there was no funded project in place to support
this work. The first trip was May 5–7, 2005, in the company of
Steve Holzman (USFWS, Ecological Services, Athens, GA),
Carl Perry, and Pierre D. Howard (birding friend, attorney,
and former Lieutenant Governor of Georgia). We searched the
Bayou de View sector of the Cache River National Wildlife
Refuge (NWR) and environs, Brinkley, and Prairie Lake of
the southeastern White River NWR and environs, Dagmar
WMA, and Rex Hancock Black Swamp WMA. On this trip I
became interested in woodpecker bill marks that were evident
from bark scaling, and excavation of pits and furrows. On all
subsequent trips I measured such bill marks.
On the second trip (June 30–July 2) I was accompanied
by my wife, Joan. We visited Prairie Lake and Prairie Bayou,
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bird was an IBWO. Other locations visited on this trip were in
the southern part of White River NWR.
Joan and I made a trip to Arkansas during September
28–31, and were assisted at the Cache River NWR by Ryan
Mollnow, refuge biologist. We visited the George Tract,
Biscoe Bottoms Unit, and east side of Bayou de View between
State Route 17 and Interstate 40. Jacks Bay and Big Island in
the White River NWR were searched September 30–31.
Carl Perry and I visited eastern Arkansas during January 11–15, 2006. We were joined on this trip by birding
friends from Macon, GA, Tyrus (Ty) Ivey and Jerry and Marie
Amerson. During the course of the trip, we visited points
along Bayou de View, Areas A and B, Stabb Lake in the Cache
River NWR, the Vera Denning property (we had permission to
visit this private site), and The Nature Conservancy property at
an area known as Boom Access. On January 14, I met Martjan
Lammertink (woodpecker researcher from the Netherlands)
and his wife Utami (both part of the Cornell search team),
and we searched in the Boom Access area and examined bill
marks on many trees, some of which I made impressions of
using quick-setting mold putty. At this point, not having seen
or heard an IBWO, I and others began to doubt the reliability
of the reported sightings on the Bayou de View and in the surrounding areas.
A search was made at the Congaree National Park, SC,
just south of Columbia, by Steve Holzman and me, together
with Craig Watson (USFWS, Charleston, SC), Bill Hulslander
(Park Resources Manager), Laurel Moore Barnhill (biologist,
South Carolina Department of Natural Resources [now with
the USFWS at Atlanta, GA]), Stuart Greeter (Realty Division,
South Carolina Department of Natural Resources [DNR]),
and birders Sherr Scott and Fran Rametta (South Carolina).
We covered the elevated loop boardwalk area and the trail
from Cedar Creek south to the Kingsnake Trail. Steve and I
measured several large woodpecker bill marks on dead trees
during the course of the day. No IBWOs were found, but a lot
of fresh woodpecker feeding sign was noted. Joan and I visited
the Congaree National Park again in April 2006. We covered
the area of the boardwalk, but found no sign of the IBWO.
The sixth and final trip to eastern Arkansas was made by
Steve Holzman and me on February 6–18, 2005, as part of the
volunteer search team of Cornell Lab of Ornithology at White
River NWR, with Tom Snetzinger (formerly with USFWS
in Hawaii), as team leader. Other members of our crew were
Kenneth (Ken) P. Able (California; retired professor of biology, State University of New York at Albany), Oron (Sonny)
L. Bass (biologist, Everglades National Park), Keith Brady
(a birder from Washington State), Walt D. Koenig (researcher,
Hastings Natural History Reservation, CA, and former editor of “The Condor”), Melinda Welton (birder, Franklin,
TN), and Larry White (birder, Evergreen, CO). Working in
pairs, we searched the Prairie Lake area, Scrub Grass Bayou,
Alligator Lake, Horseshoe Lake, the powerline right-of-way,
Round Island, Prairie Lake Campground, the Lightbulb area,
Jacks Bay, the levee south to the confluence of the White and
Arkansas Rivers, and Dana Rockin. On February 12, Sonny,

Paul Sykes, U.S. Geological Survey, during ivory-billed woodpecker surveys in
the Congaree Swamp, SC, 2006. Photo by Joan Sykes, Watkinsville, GA.

Keith, Walt, Steve, and I, in two borrowed canoes, searched
the Bayou de View from State Route 17 south to the powerline and east to the Vera Denning property, but found no sign
of IBWOs.
Of interest, during the course of our 2 weeks at White
River NWR, Sonny Bass discovered an albinistic pileated
woodpecker that was seen for a period of 3 to 4 days. Several
others of our group saw it, and the bird was photographed.
Snyder and others (2009) stated that pileateds occasionally
exhibit abberant extensive white wing patches closely resembling those of perched ivory-bills. Sometime in the late 1970s,
Noel Snyder told me of seeing a pileated in south-central
Florida with many of the secondary feathers being white.
Therefore, some of the reports of ivory-bills in the southeastern United States could well have been part-albino pileateds.
When it was learned that IBWOs had reportedly been
seen in the Choctawhatchee River Basin in northwestern

Florida in the winters of 2005 and 2006, Sonny Bass, Carl
Perry, and I visited that area during July 23–28, 2006. Because
the water level in the swamp was low at the time, we were
able to cover areas on foot that are flooded in winter. Much
to our surprise, people were riding jet skis and wave riders up and down the river. We searched Bruce Landing and
Creek, Roaring Cutoff, the McCaskill Landing area, and boat
landings on both sides of the river from U.S. Route 90 south
to Florida State Highway 20 in a canoe borrowed from
Steve Holzman. The three of us floated 40 mi on the Choctawhatchee River from Morrison Springs County Park south
to Florida State Highway 20, including Dead River Landing,
the powerline crossing of the river (both sides), Seven Runs
Creek, Lost Lake, Little Lost Lake, and Tilley Landing. Most
of our effort during this trip was concentrated around the powerline crossing, Bruce Creek, and Roaring Cutoff. No sign of
IBWOs was found, but we did see many pileated woodpeckers, as well as their foraging marks on dead trees.
I visited the Choctawhatchee River on October 27–28,
2006, with Bob Russell and Gloria Rios (LaFalda, Argentina).
We met Bobby W. Harrison (assistant professor of communications and arts, Oakwood University, Huntsville, AL)
on October 26 at Ponce de Leon, FL, where we discussed
IBWOs (Bobby and Tim W. Gallager, editor of the Cornell
Lab’s “Living Bird,” and kayaker Gene M. Sparling, local
guide, had reported seeing an IBWO on the Bayou de View
on February 27, 2004). Bob, Gloria, and I watched under the
powerline on the west bank of the Choctawhatchee River and
searched the Morrison Springs area, Fox Hollow Drive off
Route 284, Holmes Landing, and Dead River Landing, with
negative results.
On my third trip to the Choctawhatchee River, Sonny
Bass and I spent November 7–12, 2006, in the field. The deer
hunting (gun) season opened during this visit, and the river
bottom sounded like a shooting gallery. The entire river bottom is heavily hunted for game species; we found expended
shell casings, camp sites, and trash throughout. We searched
the west bank of the river at the powerline from U.S. Highway
90 downstream to Morrison Springs in Sonny’s motorized
canoe-boat. On foot, we checked the peninsula east of Morrison Springs downstream to Old Creek, covering more of the
bottomland on foot because the water level was low. We took
the canoe-boat from Dead River Landing through a series
of small lakes to the main river course and from McCaskill
Landing downstream to just north of Roaring Cutoff Island.
We also hiked around Horseshoe Lake and followed the creek
northeast to Carlisle Lake, took the canoe-boat from Florida
State Highway 20 to the river, and traveled downstream
to East River (which makes a loop off the east side of the
Choctawhatchee River) and up East River, and checked Tilley
and Bruce Creek Landings. At 10:05 a.m., we stopped for a
break on the east side of the Choctawhatchee River about 1 mi
upstream from the south end of East River. At 10:15 a.m.,
we heard three very loud sounds like an ax hitting a tree with
great force at an estimated distance of 1,000 ft. We never saw

what made the sounds, and we are certain no other people
were in the area. The area is low and not suitable for camping.
No IBWOs were detected on this trip.
My last trip looking for IBWOs in the western Florida
Panhandle was from February 20 to March 2, 2007. The river
level was very high at that time. I searched with Peter Range
(refuge ranger, USFWS, Savannah River NWR Complex, GA)
and Steve Calver (biologist, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
Savannah, GA) on the powerline right-of-way on the west side
of the river, the Bruce Creek area, and Grassey and McCaskill
Landings; took Peter’s boat upriver from McCaskill Landing
to the Interstate 10 bridge; and searched Gum Creek Landing,
the slough in the Oak Creek area, lower Carlisle Creek, Horseshoe Lake, and Cougar Island at Roaring Cutoff. Ken Able
joined us in the search on February 22. We checked out Cow
and Cedar Log Landings north of Morrison Springs along
County Route 181C. We put in at Cedar Log Landing, paddled
upstream about 1.5 mi, and stopped on the east bank to listen.
At about 5:00 p.m., Peter reported he heard what sounded like
kent calls in a series, but what actually made the calls was not
seen. Steve and I heard nothing. Ken had gone by kayak to
Lost Lakes. On February 25, birding friends Harry Armistead
(Philadelphia, PA), Bob Ake (professor of chemistry, Old
Dominion University, Norfolk, VA), and four others arrived
to search for the woodpecker. On February 26, Peter, Steve,
and I put the boat in at Cedar Log Landing and checked areas
along the east side of the river opposite Old Creek, as well as
the powerline right-of-way on the west side of the river. The
next day we observed and listened at Horseshoe Lake; while
we were there, John Puschock (professional bird guide, and
owner and operator of Zugunruhe Birding Tours in Seattle,
WA) came by in his kayak and stopped to discuss the IBWO
situation. John had not seen or heard an IBWO since he started
searching the Choctawhatchee River in early January 2007.
John later told me he did not believe there were any IWBOs in
the region.
During the last 5 days of this trip we spent a lot of time
looking and listening on the west bank of the river at the
powerline. This site is at a bend of the river. It provides a
0.5-mi view up and down the river and more than a 1-mi view
across the swamp forest to the east, all the way to the upland.
On February 28, in addition to the powerline area, Ken and
I checked Tilley and Dead Lake Landings. At the latter, we
spoke with Bobby Harrison and others. On March 1, Carl
Perry joined Ken Able and me at the powerline on the east side
of the river on the edge of the upland. We had permission to
cross private land to reach this site. Many pileated woodpeckers are found in this area, as well as other places throughout
the Choctawhatchee River bottoms. Also on March 1, Ken and
I checked the boat landings south of Florida State Highway 20,
including Bozman, Simpler’s, and Rooks fish camps, Smoke
House Lake, and Magnolia Landing. On March 2, my final
day, Carl, Ken, and I watched and listened at the powerline.
On this trip, no one in our group or whom we met in the area
had ever observed an IBWO on the Choctawhatchee River.
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Discussion
During the span of our searches for the IBWO in eastern Arkansas and northwestern Florida, the widths of bill
marks made by foraging large woodpeckers on dead or dying
trees were measured in these two states as well as Georgia,
Maryland, Mississippi, North and South Carolina, Tennessee,
and Virginia. These marks were measured on 19 species of
hardwoods. The bill tips of 182 pileated and 178 ivory-billed
woodpeckers were measured and the shape of bill tips noted
at 15 museum collections. Posters illustrating measurements
of the bill marks and bill tips of the two species have been
presented at meetings at Patuxent (2005), AOU (University
of California, Santa Barbara, 2005), Georgia Ornithological
Society (Jekyll Island, GA, 2005), and at a Special Symposium—The Ecology of Large Woodpeckers: History, Status,
and Conservation (Brinkley, AR, 2005).
Four cavities reported to be those of the IBWO are
known to be extant in curated collections that my wife, Joan,
and I examined. There is one such cavity at each of the following institutions: Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard
University, Cambridge, MA; Cornell Lab of Ornithology,
Ithaca, NY; Florida Museum of Natural History, University
of Florida, Gainesville; and Anniston Museum of Natural
History, Anniston, AL. The cavity at Cornell is the nest that
Arthur A. Allen, Peter Paul Kellogg, and James T. Tanner studied in the Singer Tract in Louisiana in the mid-1930s. Their
photographs of this nest, including the one on page 174 showing a male IBWO, were widely published.
After conducting several double-blind tests measuring
the widths of bill marks made by large woodpeckers in bark
scaling, excavation of nesting/roosting cavities, pits, and furrows on trees and examining the data, Steve Holzman and I
found that the idea one might be able to determine whether
such marks were made by either a pileated or an ivory-billed
woodpecker was not possible as originally had been thought.
There was too much variability in taking repeated measurements of the same bill mark by the same person or between
different persons to be able to distinguish between the two
species. There was also too much variability within marks
made between individuals of the same species to be useful.
Bill-mark widths also varied between tree species and state
of tree decay, and there was a lot of variation in the shape and
depth of the bill tips of specimens in museum collections both
within and between the two species. So much for “pipe dreaming”—we had no smoking gun.
Through Judd A. Howell (director of Patuxent at the
time), funding during the latter part of this project was made
possible from the center’s discretionary fund. Post-early 1970s
and prior to funding, all searching was on my own time and at
my own expense.
The history of the IBWO is well summarized by Jerry
Jackson (2004) and Noel Snyder and others (2009). The

David Luneau video, presented as proof of the existence of the
IBWO in eastern Arkansas by John Fitzpatrick and associates in “Science” (Fitzpatrick and others, 2005, 2006), has
been questioned by other investigators (Jackson, 2006; Jones
and others, 2007; Sibley and others, 2006). I viewed David
Luneau’s 4-second clip three or four times. In my opinion,
because the image is out of focus (when the original, small
image was enlarged, it became pixelated), too little of the bird
is visible, and the lighting is insufficient, the bird cannot be
identified with any confidence.
My searches for the IBWO began in 1967 and continued
intermittently through 2007. This effort has taken me to Florida, South Carolina, Louisiana, Texas, and Arkansas. Given
the information contained in several reports from Florida,
Texas, and Arkansas, I was certain I would see a living IBWO
on at least four or five occasions, but it did not happen—I have
never seen or heard the species in the wild, but have examined
many study skins and mounts, and have listened to recordings of its vocalizations and double knocks made by Arthur A.
Allen, Peter Paul Kellogg, and James T. Tanner.
It is impossible to say when the last living IBWO was
seen in the United States. Although there are many reports
of sightings over the past 70 years, there is no undisputed,
verifiable proof of the bird’s existence since the early 1940s.
Invariably, whenever an IBWO sighting is in the news, there is
a sharp spike in the number of sightings reported; the reports
usually cease after a year or two. It is most unfortunate that
so little effort to save the species was undertaken from the
mid-1930s through at least the 1970s. Although it is obvious that the IBWO lost most of its habitat in the southeastern
United States, I came to the conclusion many years ago that
shooting of the birds for any number of reasons may have
been the cause of its final demise. Noel Snyder (formerly with
Patuxent conducting research on the California condor [Gymnogyps californianus] and snail kite) and associates came to a
similar conclusion (Snyder and others, 2009), and they discuss
the matter in detail.
James T. Tanner (1942; University of Tennessee, oral
commun., 1968) and others that preceded him typically
located IBWOs first by their calls or double knocks or raps,
then followed the sounds to see the bird(s). In most of the
reports made in the last several decades, the bird was either
heard but not seen, or seen but not heard. These reports are
contrary to accepted knowledge about how to locate the species. Furthermore, most observers saw only a fleeting glimpse
of a large black and white bird flying away, did not have time
to use binoculars or take a picture, typically observed under
poor lighting conditions, had a view obstructed by vegetation
or other objects, were searching alone, and so on.
Although several plausible sightings of IBWOs have
been reported, it is puzzling to me why, if the bird still exists,
no good-quality photos (film or digital) or video has been
forthcoming. Likewise, all audio recordings of calls and
double knocks have been of only common species or sounds
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