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During the spring and summer of 1975, I was surprised to discover the presence 
of the Black Rail (Laterallus jamaicensis) and the Virginia Rail (Rallus limicola) in 
Anderson County, S.C. 

Late in the afternoon of 13 May 1975 I was birding in a marsh about 2 miles S of 
Townville when I heard a kee-kee-kurr call nearby. Although I had never seen nor 
heard a Black Rail before, I immediately recognized the call from having heard it 
several years ago on the Field Guide to Western Bird Songs record. During the next 
hour I heard the call about 30 times, occasionally as close as 20 feet, but despite con-
siderable search I was unable to obtain even a glimpse of the bird. Because it called 
often and at many points in the marsh, appearing to mark a territory, I hoped the bird 
was nesting there. The marsh was fairly extensive, lying next to Little Beaverdam Creek 
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near its junction with Lake Hartwell. The vegetation ranged from 2-3 feet in height 
and was quite variable in composition, though juncus (Juncus effusus) was the domi-
nant plant where the rail was heard. 

On the following evening, Sidney Gauthreaux and Frank Moore accompanied 
me to the marsh. We immediately heard the rail calling, and Gauthreaux was able to 
get a good recording of the call on a tape recorder. We played the taped call back to 
the rail with only fair success. Despite attracting it to within 8 feet of us, we were 
never able to see it. We returned the next evening (15 May), armed with the tape re-
corder and new techniques designed to allow us to see a Black Rail. We heard the 
bird calling, and for over an hour we failed to get a glimpse of it. Finally, as we were 
walking toward the call, the bird flushed from beneath Moore's feet and flew about 
50 yards before dropping into the marsh. Not only did we all record a life bird, but 
we had visually confirmed a Black Rail in the marsh. 

In an attempt to find evidence of breeding, I returned to the marsh on a number 
of dates following the above sighting. On 20 May I heard the rail on many occasions 
but never saw it. On 7, 10, and 22 June I neither saw nor heard the rail, and I assumed 
that it must have finished its calling period, migrated out of the marsh, or have been 
killed. 

Because of the disappointments in June, I was totally unprepared for what was to 
happen on the morning of 6 July. I was stunned when I flushed an adult Virginia Rail 
from 1.5-foot high grass-sedge in the marsh. The long, slender bill and dark plum-
age with considerable rusty-color in the wings were easily seen, and the 8-9-inch 
length ruled out the possibility of a juvenile King Rail (Rallus elegans). I searched the 
grass in the area where the bird flushed, hoping to uncover a nest. About a minute 
later and perhaps 25 feet from where the Virginia Rail flushed, an adult Black Rail 
flushed in front of me and flew about 30 yards before dropping into the marsh. I had 
an excellent look at it; and I observed the small (but not tiny) size, blackish plumage 
with white flecks in the wings, short bill, and especially the chestnut patch on the 
upper back. I did not see or hear any more rails in an extensive search of the marsh. 
Several other trips to the marsh in July after the above sightings were unsuccessful. 

This appears to be the first summer record of the Virginia Rail in South Caro-
lina. It breeds or has been recorded in summer at several locations in eastern North 
Carolina (Dare and Hyde Counties), according to Birds of North Carolina. Two 
records that perhaps relate to the Townville sighting are a pair of this species and 
two downy young seen on 14 June 1970 along the Chattahoochee River near Atlanta, 
Georgia (Audubon Field Notes 24:672), and an adult with chicks in the same area on 
30 May 1971 (American Birds 25:844). Since I never heard Virginia Rails call at 
Townville, I am inclined to believe that the bird was not breeding; however, the 6 July 
date seems much too early for the bird to have been a southbound migrant. 

The Townville records are the first indication of breeding of Black Rails in north-
western South Carolina, and apparently only one previous record exists for the area. 
On 2 May 1975 Kerry Reese and Larry Luckett found an injured Black Rail in a Screech 
Owl (Otus asio) nest in a Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) box near Clemson. Gauthreaux and 
I examined the bird, an adult, before it was collected later in the day. The Black Rail 
has been found breeding or recorded in summer at several localities in inland North 
and South Carolina (see Birds of North Carolina and South Carolina Bird Life), and 
once near Athens, Georgia (Georgia Birds). However, most or all of these records 
are over 25 years old, and it seems that the species is less numerous as a breeder in the 
inland parts of the Southeast than it was at the beginning of this century. 

ADDENDUM 

During the summer of 1976 I made weekly trips to the marsh described above. An 
adult Virginia Rail was flushed on 27 June, and a different bird, perhaps a juvenile 
(dark in color without rusty coloration in wings), was flushed on 1 July. No calls of 
the Virginia Rail were heard, nor did I find any evidence of Black Rails in the marsh 
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in 1976. These two sightings, plus the record of July 1975, suggest that the Virginia 
Rail is nesting in this marsh. 
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