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On Saturday, 7 December 1985, Clyde Adkins reported a Say's Phoebe
(Sayornis saya) about 4 miles W of Lillington, Harnett County, N.C., at an
abandoned quarry. He reported the sighting to Dick Brown at the Carolina Raptor
Center, and Brown immediately placed the report on the CBC Rare Bird Alert. John
Fussell notified me of this report and asked me to visit the site to see if the bird was
still present.

I arrived at the quarry in midafternoon on 11 December. I spent an hour
searching in vain for the phoebe to the south of the SR 1257-1258 intersection, where
the bird had been seen on 7 December. I then walked northeast along a dirt road and
railroad track for 1/ 2 mile to a cluster of abandoned buildings and old oil drums at
another part of the quarry. A flock of Eastern Bluebirds (Sialia sialis) was present
and perched on telephone wires around the buildings, and the Say's Phoebe was with
this flock. I watched the phoebe for 15 to 20 minutes as it perched on wires, drums,
and the buildings. I was able to approach within 100 feet of the bird to see the plain
brown upperparts, head, and upper breast, the rusty lower breast and belly, and the
rather large black tail. The bird wagged the tail frequently. Though there was no
Eastern Phoebe (Sayornis phoebe) in the vicinity for comparison, the Say's seemed
to be slightly larger than an Eastern Phoebe, with a definitely longer and wider tail.

At least six birders, including Fussell, saw the Say's Phoebe on 12 December in
the vicinity of the abandoned buildings. Ricky Davis was able to compare the Say's
with an Eastern Phoebe that was nearby, noticing the slightly larger size of the Say's.
On that day the bird was more elusive than on the previous day, and David Wright
was able to photograph the bird only at a rather far distance. The color prints were
examined by the North Carolina Bird Records Committee in November 1986;
however, the committee decided that the photos were not of sufficient clarity to
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document the sighting. Nonetheless, the photos have been deposited at the North
Carolina State Museum of Natural Sciences.

There are now two sight records of Say's Phoebe for North Carolina, but
neither has been documented by a specimen or an identifiable photograph. The first
record was noted by Lee Jones on 23 October 1965 near Raleigh (Chat 30:28-29).
South Carolina has three known records, but there are no specimens or photos for
those birds, either. Records for that state are for 19 January 1969 in Richland
County (Chat 35:112), 30 September 1979 at Bulls Island (Chat 45:44-45), and 15
March 1986 along the Santee River (Amer. Birds 40:456-459). Full details of the last
South Carolina record have yet to be published.
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