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dactylatra) from the northeastern United States: a Delaware 
state record
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Masked Booby (Sula dactylatra) is a large pelagic 
member of the family Sulidae (Pelecaniformes) with 
a global pantropical distribution. During the last two 
decades, coincident with a warming climate, multiple 
states on the eastern seaboard have recorded their 
first records of the species. It seemed almost inevitable 
that one would eventually be detected in Delaware. 
On 13 July 2022, an immature Masked Booby was 
observed and photographed by Kelly McGovern at 
Fenwick Island, Sussex County (Fig. 1). Later that day, 
it was rescued from the beach near Fenwick Towers 
(38.479835, -75.049549) by Katherine Redford, who 
transported it to Tri-State Bird Rescue (TSBR, New 
Castle County). When the bird arrived at TSBR, it 
was alert but unable to fly or stand, and exhibiting 
symptoms of neurological and/or respiratory disease 
including thick saliva and head tremors. These issues 
persisted and TSBR staff chose to euthanize the animal 
on 14 July within 24 hours of its arrival. The bird was 
promptly placed in the freezer (-20˚ C) until 25 July 
when I took the frozen carcass to the Delaware Museum 
of Nature & Science (DMNH, formerly Delaware 
Museum of Natural History). Here, I briefly describe the 
specimen and place it within the context of other recent 
records of Masked Booby from the surrounding region.

Details of the specimen

Prior to dissection on 4 August the bird weighed 1150.3 
g — the same as when it arrived at TSBR. I fumigated it 
with ethyl acetate (C4H8O2) for about 10 minutes, and 
ruffled its plumage vigorously, but was unable to find 
any feather lice or other ectoparasites. The wingspan 
measured 1,518 mm and the length of the closed right 
wing was 419 mm. The tail was molting and measured 
148 mm, with several of the rectrices being broken and/

or frayed. I made my incision on the right side, where it 
would be concealed by the closed wing in the prepared 
specimen, and amputated the left wing and pinned it 
in an open (spread) position to dry. The stomach was 

Figure 1. The first documentation of Masked Booby (Sula 
dactylatra) in Delaware.  A photo of the living bird taken 
by Kelly McGovern on 13 July 2022 at Fenwick Island, 
Sussex County.  See inside front cover for a color version.
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empty and there was little or no subcutaneous fat. The 
ovary was gray, granular and measured 23 × 4 mm. 
Samples of liver and muscle tissue were preserved in 
95% ethanol and placed in a freezer (-20˚ C). The skull 
was 100% pneumatized and no bursa was found. After 
removing the skin, I severed the neck at the base of the 
skull, so as to preserve as much of the vertebral column 
as possible. Then, I saved the “trunk” of the carcass, 
placing it back into the freezer, for later preservation 
(skeletonization) via dermestid beetles. The entire 
trachea of the bird was also saved. To my knowledge 
(see below), the specimen (DMNH 85601, Fig. 2) is 
the first to be collected north of North Carolina, in the 
eastern United States, and the first from the Atlantic 
population in the DMNH collection. Two others, DMNH 
6740 and 60785, were collected in American Samoa 
(1923) and Ecuador (1976), respectively.

Regional sightings and specimen records

To my knowledge, there are 11 previous records of 
Masked Booby in the northeastern United States (i.e., 
north of the Virginia / North Carolina border). The first 
report was a bird observed (but not photographed) by 
G. Wenzelburger at Island Beach State Park, New Jersey, 
on 24 August 2001 (New Jersey Birds 29: 81–82). More 
than 14 years passed before the next sighting, after 
which (beginning in 2015) the species became a some-
what regular (almost annual) vagrant to the northeast-

ern United States. The second regional record, and the 
first to provide photo documentation, was reported 
by “Joe Huckameyer, captain of the Helen H., [who 
observed it] while fishing” at Atlantis Canyon, Nan-
tucket County, Massachusetts, on 10 September 2015 
(eBird S25501720). One month later, an immature bird 
was seen (but not photographed) by Skye Haas at the 
Avalon Sea Watch (7th St. Seawall, Avalon, New Jersey) 
on 15 October 2015 (eBird S25432510). The following 
year, about 30 birders on a pelagic tour in Maryland 
waters saw and photographed an adult bird on 21 
August 2016 (eBird, S31310477).

Skye Haas, who was responsible for 4 of 11 north-
eastern records (!) prior to the present record, photo-
graphed a subadult in Massachusetts waters, near the 
mouth of Munson Canyon, Nantucket County, on 13 
August 2018 (eBird, S47834761). The following year, 
he and Kate Sutherland photographed two different 
subadults in Massachusetts waters on 20 August (eBird, 
S59799470) and 24 August 2019 (eBird, S59381031), 
respectively. On 15 September 2020, a subadult was 
reported by observers on the Cape May Whale Watch 
boat “Osprey”, on the south jetty of Cape May (Cold 
Spring) Inlet, Cape May County, New Jersey, which 
was subsequently seen and photographed by dozens 
of elated birders (eBird, S73648434). One month later, 
an adult was photographed by Corinne Jolie-Wilson on 
14 October 2020 at Virginia Beach (eBird, S75183734), 
which remains the southernmost record of the species 
in this region (north of North Carolina). The next year, 
Tom Johnson photographed a subadult in Massachu-
setts waters (39.616, -66.400) on 9 August 2021 (eBird, 
S93017098); and, on the same day, Nathan Dubrow and 
Levi Sheridan recorded an adult at Mt. Desert Rock, 
Hancock County, Maine (eBird, S93020634), which is 
the northernmost sighting yet reported on the Atlantic 
seaboard.

A search for specimens in databased collections 
(VertNet.org, accessed 10 August 2022), and a brief 
perusal of published records, yielded a total of 135 
specimens with locality data from the United States. 
The tally includes specimens from Pacific populations, 
collected in Hawaii (n = 49), California (n = 4) and 
Oregon (n = 1). In the eastern United States, most 
specimen records were collected on the Gulf coast of 
Louisiana (n = 35) and Texas (n = 27), and on both 

Figure 2. The bird from Figure 1 was prepared as the 
first specimen of Masked Booby (Sula dactylatra) from 
Delaware (DMNH 85601).  Prepared by Matthew R. Halley 
on 4 August 2022.
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coasts of Florida (n = 12). The remainder were collected 
in North Carolina (n = 5) and South Carolina (n = 2). 
Of the study skins from North Carolina, which are geo-
graphically closest to Delaware, four were collected in 
1983–84 (North Carolina State Museum: NCSM 9538, 
10360, 10361) and one was collected in 2005 (NCSM 
23150). There is also a nearly complete skeleton and 
spread wing from a North Carolina bird salvaged in 
2009, of which the skin was spoiled (NCSM 20716). 
Thus, DMNH 85601 is apparently the first specimen of 
Masked Booby from the northeastern United States, in 
addition to being a Delaware state record.

Discussion

Northward post-breeding dispersal is suspected to be 
a rare but normal phenomenon for Caribbean popu-
lations of Masked Boobies (Lee and Haney 1984, Post 
2004). Nevertheless, during the breeding season, 
GPS-monitored adults from Jamaica show relatively 
high fidelity to their off-shore foraging areas (Wilkinson 
et al. 2020). A survey of sight and specimen records 
from the Atlantic seaboard suggest that the frequency 
of northward dispersal has increased since the mid-
20th century. However, this may be merely an artifact 
of the increased popularity of birding. The majority of 
sightings have occurred offshore, during pelagic birding 
trips, and observers now have better equipment for 
documenting their sightings. Either way, I suspect that 
Delaware’s first record of Masked Booby will not be the 
last. Birders should look for this elusive species in the 
northeastern United States during the post-breeding 
season (July–October), where each observation adds to 
our collective knowledge of its distribution, life history 
and behavior.
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