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         Volume 11 ς Issue 1 February - March ς April 2019 

 
Dear Fellow Birders, 
 
IŀǇǇȅ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭΗ  L ƘƻǇŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ нлму ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ нлмфΗ  IŜǊŜ ŀǘ I/!{Σ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ŜȄŎƛted 
about the prospects for the upcoming season.  Winter is, of course, our slower time for birding, but even so, HCAS members 
participated in 6 Community Christmas Bird Counts.  These included Mt. Jefferson, New River, Grandfather, Grayson Highlands, 
Wilkes County and Stone Mountain.  The birding community thanks Guy McGrane, Eric Harrold, Jesse Pope, and Lisa Benish for also 
compiling the results, because this continuous, yearly data is important in tracking the health of our bird populations and helps to 
inform the direction of bird research.   
 
²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ όƧǳǎǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊΣ L ƘƻǇŜΗύΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǊŜǎǳƳŜ ƻǳǊ ōƛǊŘ ǿŀƭƪs, fieldtrips and monthly meetings.  Keep checking 
the website calendar and group email for the dates of these activities.   In the meantime, the board is working on finishing up some 
projects that were begun last year. The website continues to be a work iƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŜǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ 
ǎƻƻƴΦ  ²ŜΩǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ƘƻǘǎǇƻǘǎ ƳŀǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ōǳǘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭy 
newcomers and visitors, understand where and when to bird in the High Country. 
 
Other projects begun in 2018 include the bird blinds at Brookshire Park and boardwalks at Foscoe Wetlands.  Both of these projects 
should enter the construction phase sometime in 2019.  The implementation of the bird plan for Green Valley Park should be 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ нлмфΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ support 
of these projects.  
 
Additionally, our Audubon in Action Grant, which we received in conjunction with the Elisha Mitchell chapter in Asheville, is nearing 
completion.  The funding from this grant stimulated the establishment of the new ASU chapter, a new UNC Asheville chapter, and 
paid for members of all four organizations to complete training for advocacy of clean energy, which is critical in protecting our birds.  
The final portion of the grant involves advocating for birds at Lobby Day on March 5th in Raleigh.   
 
CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŜȄŎƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ I/!{ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭƛƴƎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŀǘǳǊŘŀȅ ǿŀƭƪǎ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜar to accommodate more working 
folks.  Stay tuned for locations, dates and times!   ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ǳǇŘŀǘŜΦ  {ǘŀȅ ǿŀǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊΣ ƻǳǊ .ǊƻƻƪǎƘƛǊŜ 
Park walks continue throughout the year, on the first Saturday of every month.  Hope to see you there. 
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March 16, 2019 ς Saturday. Wilkes County ς W. Kerr Scott Reservoir and Dam area. Meet at the W. Kerr Scott Visitor Center, 499 
Reservoir Rd, Wilkesboro, NC 28697 (map) at 8AM, rain or shine. Brenda and Monty Combs will lead us around the area near the 
dam and Visitor Center. If time permits we will then go to the Yadkin River Greenway. Check the group email for carpooling details. If 
you're planning to attend, contact bcombs@wilkes.net. Phone 336-262-8125. 
 

April 5, 2019 ς Friday. .ƛǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ .ŜǾŜǊŀƎŜǎ нлмф ¢ƻǳǊΦ aŜŜǘ .ǊŜƴŘŀ ŀƴŘ aƻƴǘȅ /ƻƳōǎ ŀǘ [ƻǿŜΩǎ CƻƻŘǎ ƻƴ ¦Φ{Φ пнм ƛƴ ²ƛƭƪŜǎōƻǊƻ 
at 8:30 am. We will go to Shiloh General Store in Hamptonville to bird the area and pick up made to order sandwiches. From there we 
will tour and bird at Laurel Gray Winery and picnic on the new patio. Our last stop will be back in Wilkesboro at the Call Family Distillery 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aƻƻƴǎƘƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǎƘƛƴŜΦέ ²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ōƛǊŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¸ŀŘƪƛƴ wƛǾŜǊ DǊŜŜƴǿŀȅ ŀŦǘŜǊǿard. If 
you are planning to attend please let Brenda know by March 29, 2019 so she can notify the winery and distillery of the numbers to 
expect. Email bcombs@wilkes.net . Phone 336-262-8125. 

  
April 16, 2019 ς Tuesday.  Powder Horn Mountain, Deep Gap, NC 28618, USA (map). 8 a.m. ς 11 a.m. 
Meet at the parking lot near the club house at Powder Horn  Mountain (map), then on to Janet and Richard Paulette's for coffee and 
snacks prior to walking a 2 1/2 mile loop (not flat!) through the neighborhood. Check the group email for carpooling arrangements. 
Rain date is Thursday, April 18 and you have a second chance on Saturday, April 20.  Email janetpaulette@gmail.com. Phone 828-781-
5708. 
 

April 28, 2018 - Sunday. Marley Ford Canoe Launch, S Marley Ford Rd, Ferguson, NC 28624, , 8am ς 11am. MeŜǘ ŀǘ aŀǊƭŜȅΩǎ CƻǊŘ 
WMA at the upper end of the W. Kerr Scott Reservoir in Wilkes County (map). To get there take 268 west from W. Kerr Scott dam for 
5.7 miles, turn right on Marley Ford Road, just after the ōǊƻǿƴ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ aŀǊƭŜȅΩǎ CƻǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀ ƳƛƭŜ to the parking 
lot.  There is easy walking around an impoundment and along a river trail, which can be a little muddy at times. Expect a nice mix of 
water birds, migrants, breeding birds, raptors and something unexpected. We usually stop at Mountain View Overlook and Blood 
Creek Overlook on the way out to scan for eagles, hawks and water birds. Check the listserv for carpooling and postponements in case 
of high water. 
 

May 5, 2019 ς Sunday.  We will bird  aŜǊǊƛƭƭ [ȅƴŎƘΩǎ 9ŎƘƻ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ CŀǊƳ ƻŦŦ ƻŦ bΦ/Φ IƛƎƘǿŀȅ уу Ƨǳǎǘ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ¢ǊŀŘŜΣ ¢ŜƴƴŜǎǎŜŜΦ Because 
of severely limited parking at the farm, we will meet at the Trade, Tennessee Post Office (map) to shuttle people to the farm, which is 
very close. There is a limit of 10 people so contact Martha Cutler to sign up early. Check the HCAS group email for updates as the date 
approaches. . Email cutford@skybest.com. Phone 336-877-4031.  

 
May 7, 2019 ς Tuesday.  Martha Cutler and Doug Blackford residence and the Todd, Ashe County - 7932 3 Top Rd., Todd, NC 
28684, 8am ς11am. Meet at the Cutler/Blackford house (map). We'll walk around the property and perhaps go into Todd afterward 
to see what is along the river. *There will be no weekday rain date, but there is a second chance on Sat. 5/12 for folks who are busy 
during the week.  Check the group email for carpooling arrangements. Email cutford@skybest.com. Phone 336-877-4031. 

 
May 19, 2019 ς Sunday.  Hampton Creek Cove Natural Area, Carter County, Tennessee  (map). Meet at Judi {ŀǿȅŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ at 
7:30 a.m. and then carpool over to Hampton Creek Cove.  Judi will have refreshments at her house. Judi will lead participants around 
the Tennessee Natural Area near Roan Mountain where we hope to see Golden-winged Warblers among other species. Check the 
HCAS group email for carpooling arrangements. Email jsawyer105@gmail.com. Phone 423-481-1184. You can read about Hampton 
Creek Cove at https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/environment/program-areas/na-natural-areas/natural-areas-east-region/east-
region-/na-na-hampton-creek-cove.html. 
. 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/W.+Kerr+Scott+Dam+and+Reservoir/@36.1345644,-81.228267,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x88510d917b787975:0xa0802951d02bafce!8m2!3d36.1345644!4d-81.2260783?hl=en
https://www.google.com/maps/place/1568+Powder+Horn+Mountain+Rd,+Deep+Gap,+NC+28618/@36.174052,-81.5252717,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x8850fd796244d607:0x768b901196e97a17!8m2!3d36.174052!4d-81.523083?hl=en
https://maps.google.com/maps?hl=en&q=Marley%20Ford%20Canoe%20Launch%2C%20S%20Marley%20Ford%20Rd%2C%20Ferguson%2C%20NC%2028624%2C%20USA
https://www.google.com/maps/place/United+States+Postal+Service/@36.3497839,-81.7622462,14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x885058f213fe093f:0x300d85a0159f74fb!8m2!3d36.3497839!4d-81.7447367
https://www.google.com/maps/place/7932+3+Top+Rd,+Todd,+NC+28684/@36.346325,-81.5950767,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x885055d004802fd7:0xb254c2bb67b4b9a4!8m2!3d36.346325!4d-81.592888?hl=en
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Hampton+Creek+Trailhead+-+Overmountain+Victory+Trail/@36.1523335,-82.0565712,452m/data=!3m2!1e3!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x88509abd9445143d:0x671c02af1e1a1ad5!8m2!3d36.1523335!4d-82.0554769
https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/environment/program-areas/na-natural-areas/natural-areas-east-region/east-region-/na-na-hampton-creek-cove.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/environment/program-areas/na-natural-areas/natural-areas-east-region/east-region-/na-na-hampton-creek-cove.html
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Article by Amy Renfranz, Director of Education and Natural Resources, Grandfather Mountain 

Stewardship Foundation 

Grandfather Mountain to Host Programming for Adults 
 

At Grandfather Mountain, education is literally a top priority. After all, when your classroom is a mile 
high, the sky is the limit. Even for grown-ups. ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŬŎ 
ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ŧǳƴ ŬŜƭŘ ŜȄŎǳǊǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŬŜƭŘǎ 
and include professors, naturalists, scientists and acclaimed photographers, writers, historians and 
artists. 
 
 Most courses will run from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Courses cost $60 per person (or $20 for members of 
DǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴΩǎ .ǊƛŘƎŜ /ƭǳō ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜΦ  The schedule of 
field courses continues to grow as the winter wears on, so keep an eye on https://grandfather.com/ for 
updŀǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ {ǘŜǾŜ 5ƻǿƭŀƴΩǎ ά¢ƘŜ Wƻȅǎ ƻŦ .ƛǊŘƛƴƎέ ƻƴ aŀȅ пǘƘΦ 
 
May is an exciting month for birding in the High Country. Songbirds are arriving every day from as far 
away as South America, flying at night so that can use daylight hours to feed and rest. Some stay to set 
up territories and raise young through the late spring and summer months, and some just stop on the 
mountain long enough to find high-protein food and store energy so they can move on to the boreal 
forests of Canada and Alaska. 
 
Join Steve to fully apply the field guide, digital and online resources you have at your disposal to identify 
birds on your own. You will start your day by spending time in the classroom, and spend the rest of the 
afternoon finding and identifying birds. Improve your naturalist skills with this course and the many 
others to be offered at Grandfather Mountain in 2019! 

  

https://grandfather.com/
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Strategies for Helping Birds Thrive ς March 19 2019 
 
Andrew Hutson, executive director of Audubon North Carolina and vice president of the National  
Audubon Society will present an update on some of the new directions 
National Audubon and Audubon NC are taking to ensure a healthy future for 
birds. As head of Audubon North Carolina, Dr. Hutson oversees conservation 
ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǎǇŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀΩǎ ƳƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎΣ ŎƻŀǎǘΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘǎ 
and bird-friendly communities, meets with partners, donors, funders and 
chapter members to strengthen community connections, and lays the 
groundwork for Audubon North Carolina to address new conservation 
challenges including climate change and sea level rise. 

 

Light Pollution and Bird Migration ς April 16 2019 
 

Human-caused light pollution is now widespread over the planet, with 
the exception of the oceans and certain remote continental 
regions. Many birds migrate at night, and use the stars as a directional 
reference.  What this means is that nearly all migrating birds encounter 
light pollution during their annual migrations.  In some cases the 
presence of artificial lights can cause birds to become disoriented, 
which can lead to exhaustion and even death.  I/!{Ωǎ ƻǿƴ 5ǊΦ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ 
Gray will discuss how birds navigate during migration, how serious a 

problem light pollution is, and what we as individuals and as a group can do about it. Dr. Gray is 
currently a professor in the department of Physics and Astronomy at Appalachian State University. His 
research is in the field of stellar spectroscopy, and his interests include the discovery and classification 
of chemically peculiar stars. He is a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society, a member of the 
International Astronomical Union of the American Astronomical Society. 

Oregon's Great Basins and Ranges ς May 21 2019 
 
Most people think of Oregon as a very green place with tall trees and abundant rainfall. Although this is 
true for the western one-third of the state, most of Oregon consists of wide 
open spaces and panoramic views of very dry habitats. Retired Natural 
Resource Specialist Steve Dowlan birded the eastern part of Oregon for over 
25 years, and lived and worked for three years in Harney County, the driest 
and highest of eastern Oregon's counties. Steve will provide glimpses of the 
history, landscape, plants and wildlife of a land of extremes at the northern 
edge of North America's Great Basin. It is a landscape that never fails to 
impress. 
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Feisty Merlinõs Fractured Wing Healing Well at MWRC 
 

Article and photos by Amber McNamara, DVM, May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center 

 

 
 
The May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center regularly 
admits raptors of all sizes, with the most 
common being Red-tailed Hawks and Eastern 
Screech owls.  Of the nearly 1,500 patients 
admitted to the center in 2018, 124 were 
injured or orphaned raptors, representing 15 
different species.  On December 2, staff was 
surprised to admit an infrequent raptor patient 
ς a Merlin.  
 
The diminutive but fierce falcon was found on 
the ground in Burnsville, unable to fly.  The 
finder bravely scooped her up, placed her in a 
box, and delivered the injured bird to the 
rehabilitation facility in Banner Elk.  On the 
ōƛǊŘΩǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǿƛƴƎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊŀŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŀƴŘ 
minor metacarpal bones.  Located between the 
wrist and the digits, birds have 2 fused 
metacarpal bones as opposed to the five 
present in human hands. 
 
The treatment plan for this patient included a 
stabilizing wing wrap, pain medications, and 
LASER therapy.  The MWRC utilizes Low Level 
Laser Therapy (LLLT) to facilitate wound healing, 

manage discomfort, and in this case, to help 
fractures heal more quickly.  Treatments may 
be as short as 1-2 minutes with such small 
patients. 
 
The Merlin proved to be a great eater and was 
as amenable to bandage changes as one would 
expect a tenacious 200 gram falcon to be ς not 
very.  Wrap changes, physical therapy, or laser 
treatments occurred on day 2, 7, and 12; by day 
16, the wraps were left off for good.  On day 25, 
healing had progressed sufficiently for the bird 
to move to an outdoor flight enclosure.  With 
winter encroaching, a heat lamp offered a warm 
spot in addition to flight practice opportunities. 
 
After two weeks of flight time, her 
maneuverability, strength, and stamina are all 
on point.  Staff is hopeful to release the still 
feisty as ever Merlin in the next 1-2 weeks. 
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Donations 

 
HCAS Wetlands Appeal 

Martha Cutler  
Steve & Dona Dowlan            
Lauren Sinclair 
 

 
The Board of Directors of HCAS recognizes with gratitude 
these donors to our Wetlands Appeal and sincerely thanks 
them. Please let these friends of HCAS know how much 
you appreciate their donations for our exciting wetlands 
projects. 

 
Arthur Cone 
Barbara Hurlbrink 
Karin & Gerhard Kalmus 
Pegge & Chris Laine in honor of 
Martha Cutler 
Sue McBean    
Sheryl McNair in honor of Martha 
Cutler 

 

Dear HCAS, 

A couple weekends ago, we had the incredib le opportunity to travel to Nag s Head for a Carolina Bird 

Club meeting. Despite being passionate about bird watching and networking with others who share 

that interest, none of us would have been able to attend this meeting without the generous 

scholarship provided by the HCAS.  

The weekend was certainly one to remember. Upon arriving at the hotel, we immediately ran into 

several others who were there for the meeting: the lobby , elevator, and hallways were all filled with 

conversations about birds, field trips, and the possibility of finding rarities over the course of the 

next couple days. We spent daylight hours outside traveling from site to site bird watching and 

learning about the species we found from our incredible trip leaders, and came together at night to 

hear from other birders and photographers about their adventures. Having never been to an event 

like this, it was an incredible experience and a young birder's dream c ome true!  

We would like to offer our utmost thanks to the High Country Audubon Society for making this trip 

possible. We had an absolutely incredible time, saw more birds than we'd even imagined possible, 

and met some truly remarkable people. Thank you fo r your generous support of young birders and 

for allowing us to travel for this opportunity. We are beyond grateful and will remember this 

experience for years!  

Mary Whiteacre, Alex Marine, and Lucas Price 
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You Are What You Eat  

Article by Bob Cherry 

 
For quite a while now Audubon, as well as many 
other conservation organizations has been 
encouraging people to use native plants when 
landscaping around their houses. The argument 
for their use usually focused on the insects that 
feed on the native plants and in turn on the 
birds that fed on these insects.  
 
A recent study reviewed at the web site 
sciencedaily.com took this another step and 
looked at how non-native landscaping affects 
the reproductive success of a common 
insectivore, the Carolina Chickadee. Doug 
Tallamy and Desirée Narango of the University 
of Delaware and Peter Marra of the 
Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center surveyed 
yards of more than 200 homes in and around 
Washington DC. For their study they looked at 
what plants were in the yards, what insects 
were on the plants, and how well Chickadees 
used and reproduced there.  
 
The researchers chose Chickadees to represent 
insectivores, those birds that survive by eating 
insects (caterpillars, spiders, etc.) rather than 
seeds or other food sources. In the U.S. more 
than one-third of all birds are insectivores, and 
so the results of this study can generally be 
applied to many other species as well.  
 
Many nurseries and homeowners appreciate 
non-native plants for their variety, profit 
margins, and that they tend to be used by fewer 
pests, requiring less maintenance than native 
plants often do. Unfortunately non-native 
plants are not used as often by insects because 
the plants often have tastes or defensive 
mechanisms that native insects have not 

adapted to and cannot consume. As an example, 
there are no caterpillar species that feed on the 
non-native Gingko tree, while a native white 
oak will support up to 557 species of caterpillars. 
 

As found with other studies, the yards with a 
higher percentage of non-native plants had 
fewer insects, which forces insectivores to 
consume less-desired, and less-nutritious, foods. 
In this study, the Chickadees were less likely to 
use those yards and were less likely to breed 
there. The ones that did attempt to breed in 
yards with fewer native plants were less 
successful and produced fewer young. Marra 
noted that not only would this affect chickadees, 
but would have the same effects for other 
insectivores, such as warblers, vireos, and 
thrushes.  
 
Overall the threshold for Chickadee success was 
a yard having at least 70% of the plant biomass 
as native species. Once the percentage dipped 
below 70%, the chances of these birds 
successfully using the area dropped to zero.  

 
Carolina Chickadee. Photo by S. Dowlan 
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If your yard is one of those that contains more 
non-native than native plants it is never too late 
to make matters right. An example the 
researchers use is if you replace a Zelkova tree 
(a European elm), which supports no caterpillar 

species, with a black cherry you would add food 
for 456 species of caterpillars, which in turn 
provide food for our native birds. For help with 
finding native plants that would work in your 
yard there is a lot of help at 
https://www.audubon.org/native-plants. 

 
 
 

 

  

 
 

Beware the Anomalies!  

What to do when the bird doesnõt match the picture   
Article and photos by Steve Dowlan 

In the beginning, we look at birds in the field 
and hope that they are all dead ringers for the 
paintings or photos in our field guide of choice. 
When I say beginning, I mean when we begin 
ƻǳǊ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘƛƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άōƛǊŘƛƴƎΦέ 
The vast majority of the birds we see in the field 
or at our feeders neatly match the pictures, and 
we are happy to apply a label with confidence.  

As experience accumulates, difficult 
identification pairs, trios, or even genera 
present themselves. With time and practice, we 
learn to separate the most common confusing 
pairs that we see in our back yards: House Finch 
ŀƴŘ tǳǊǇƭŜ CƛƴŎƘΣ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ Iŀǿƪ ŀƴŘ {ƘŀǊǇ-
shinned Hawk, Downy Woodpecker and Hairy 
Woodpecker, and if you live in the Northeast, 
Chipping Sparrow and American Tree Sparrow 
when their paths cross in migration. 

If we live near an ocean or other large body of 
water, we move on to other problematic pairs 
and genera such as Greater and Lesser Scaup, 
Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, Arctic, Common 
and Foresters Tern, and winter-plumage loons. 
Many developing birders who live near or visit 
areas where multiple species of gulls 
ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ǘǊȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ ǘƘŜ 

task seems simply overwhelming unless the bird 
is an adult gull in breeding plumage. Small 
sandpipers often appear to be equally 
overwhelming.  

Still, the struggles we undertake do not 
represent insurmountable obstacles, for the 
most part. With practice and exposure we gain 
an understanding of age-related and seasonal 
plumage differences that are the result of molt, 
seasonal occurrence patterns, behavior, and 
habitat associations, all of which contribute to 
affirmative identification of those tricky species. 
But what happens when we have applied all of 
the wisdom we have accumulated to a clear and 
lengthy look at a bird in good light with 
adequate optical ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΧ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻŜǎ 
not quite add up? 

Sometimes, the bird is the right size, is in the 
right habitat, appears in the right season, and 
ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŦƛƭŜŘ ƳŀǊƪǎΧ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƻƴŜΦ L 
have some very nice photos from central 
Oregon of a finch with very broad white wing 
bars.  Because of the wing bars, this bird looked 
very much like an adult female Lark Bunting, 
which I had seen for the first and only time just 
a week before on the Oregon Coast. This is a 

https://www.audubon.org/native-plants
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very rare bird in Oregon. It was drinking from a 
man-made dripper in front of a very well-known 
photography blind in a ponderosa pine forest, 
ǿƘŜǊŜ /ŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ CƛƴŎƘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
dozens.   

 

The facial markings were not bold enough for 
[ŀǊƪ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ /ŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ CƛƴŎƘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ 
ǿƛƴƎ ōŀǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀΧ  L ǘǊƛŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ 
hard to make my finch into a Lark Bunting, but 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴ ŀōŜǊǊŀƴǘ /ŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ CƛƴŎƘ 
among dozens of others in suitable habitat is 
much more likely than an aberrant Lark Bunting 
in unsuitable habitat - perhaps one in all of 
Oregon - ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ /ŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ CƛƴŎƘ ŦƭƻŎƪΗ 
I talked myself off the ledge and labeled my 
ǇƘƻǘƻ ά/ŀǎǎƛƴǎ CƛƴŎƘΦέ ²ƘŜƴ L ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ƴƻǿΣ L ǎŜŜ ŀƴ άŀōŜǊǊŀƴǘέ ƻǊ ŀōƴƻǊƳŀlly 
ǇƭǳƳŀƎŜŘ /ŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ CƛƴŎƘΦ vǳƛǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅΣ ƛǘ 
happens, and we all need to be aware of the 
phenomenon.  

When a bird in your binoculars is the right size 
and shape for a common species that you are 
familiar with, or a species you are seeing for the 
first time displays a color or pattern that is not 
right, an absence or over-abundance of one or 
more pigments is probably the cause. When a 
bird does not produce melanin at a normal level 
or in a normal pattern, the it may be referred to 
as albino (all-white), leucistic (patches of pure 
white), or with dilute plumage. If a bird 
produces too much melanin, it is referred to as 

melanistic. These unusual color patterns can be 
the result of injury, poor nutrition, or a genetic 
mutation. Sometimes aberrant plumage is 
simply the result of sun bleached or extremely 
worn feathers, high air pollution, in the case of 
unusually dark plumage, or even the result of 
berries that stain plumage red or purple. 

Aberrant plumage can confound experienced 
observers. I once had a friend who asked me for 
help in identifying an odd bird in his yard. The 
man was familiar with all of the common birds 
on his property, and he was a careful observer. 
He described the bird as looking like a white 
American Robin... it was the same size and 
general shape as a robin. I suggested to him 
that his mystery bird was in fact most likely an 
albino or leucistic American Robin, but he 
ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άL ƪƴƻǿ 
what a robin looks like and this is not a robin. 
Several weeks passed, and when I saw him 
ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
ǿƘƛǘŜ ǊƻōƛƴΦέ IŜ ƘŀŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘ ŀƴŘ 
convinced himself.  

 

Albinism is a recessive genetic characteristic 
that is generally quite rare animal populations. 
It has been estimated that only 0.5% to l.0% of 
all birds display any sign of albinism, partial or 
complete. Both parents have to carry the 
uncommon recessive genes that produce rare 
pure white offspring. A true albino bird typically 
has pink or red feet, legs, and bill, and its eyes 
are pale. Pied or piebald leucistic feathers are 
rarely in a symmetrical pattern. Some birds with 
leucism have white feathers where dark-
pigmented feathers would normally be while 
still maintaining the bright colors of their red, 
orange, or yellow feathers. Because many birds 

This aberrant female or hatch-year male Cassinôs Finch 
displays a very broad white wing bar not unlike the wing 
bar on a female Lark Bunting. The bird lacks the black 
malar stripe and clean white throat stripe typical for a 
female Lark Bunting. 15 September 1998, Cabin Lake 
Ranger Station, Lake County, Oregon 

This ñnormalò female or hatch-year male Cassinôs Finch 
was photographed at the same location as the aberrant 
bird.  



High Country Hoots  Volume 11, Issue 1 Page 10 

use plumage color as a way to find and 
recognize potential mates, individuals with 
discoloration may struggle during courtship.  

To further confound our mission to identify 
every bird we see with confidence, even the 
hard parts of a bird may not neatly match the 
picture in our field guides. Bill deformities, also 
known as Avian Keratin Disorder may alter the 
appearance of a familiar species and cause an 
observer to wander off the beaten path in 
search of an alternate identification. From 2000 
through 2006 Project FeederWatch collected 
215 reports of bill deformities, representing 38 
species from 38 states and provinces. 

We all strive to identify every bird we see with a 
reasonable degree of certainty. Unfortunately 
ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ŀǎ ōƛǊŘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƻ 
achieve our mission. Field guides cannot display 
all of the possible aberrations, deformities and 
worn and broken parts that modify the 
appearance of a bird.  Recognition of aberrant 
field marks is an important tool in the field 
identification toolbox. Sometimes a robin, 
however odd it appears to be, is still just a robin! 

RESOURCES 
https://feederwatch.org/learn/unusual-birds/ 
https://academy.allaboutbirds.org/plumage-
variations/ 
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Did You Know?  
  

Most birds are classified as digitigrade animals, which means that they walk on their toes rather 
than the entire foot. The long skinny part of the bird that most people refer to as the birdΩs 
άƭŜƎǎέ are actually fused bones that correspond to some of the human foot bones and the tarsus. 
This bone is called the tarsometatarsus in birds and it gives the leg extra lever length. ! ōƛǊŘΩǎ 
ankle points backward, and connects to a tibiotarsus that is a fused version of a human upper 
foot and tibia . The fibula is much reduced in birds and is attached to the tibia. The knee joint 
between the femur and tibiotarsus points forwards, but is hidden within the feathers along the 
lower contour of the body. Loons and grebes are exceptions to the digitigrade arrangement 
Because they use the entire foot (toes and tarsometatarsus) with the heel on the ground, they 
are referred to as plantigrade. 
 
Birds have evolved to employ five typical toe arrangements: 
 
1.  Anisodactyl feet have three toes in front (2, 3, 4) and one in back. This is the normal 

arrangement for nearly all songbirds and most other perching birds. This is the most 
common toe arrangement. 

2. Zygodactyl feet have two toes in front (2, 3) and two in back (1, 4). The outermost front toe 
(4) is reversed. The zygodactyl arrangement is a case of convergent evolution because it 
evolved in birds in different ways nine times. Climbing woodpeckers can rotate the outer 
rear digit (4) to the side in an ectropodactyl arrangement. In Black-backed woodpeckers, 
Eurasian three-toed woodpeckers and American three-toed woodpeckers the inner rear toe 
(1) is missing and the outer rear toe (4) always points backward and never rotates. Owls, 
ospreys and turacos can rotate the outer toe (4) back and forth. 

3. Heterodactyl feet have two toes in front (3, 4) and two in back (2, 1). The inner front toe (2) 
is reversed. This arrangement  only exists in trogons. 

4. Syndactyl feet have three toes in front (2, 3, 4), one in back (1). The outer and middle toes (2, 
3) are joined for much of their length. This toe arrangement is common in kingfishers and 
hornbills. 

5. Pamprodactyl feet have two inner toes in front (2, 3) and the two outer toes (1, 4) can rotate 
freely forward and backward. This arrangement occurs in mousebirds and some swifts, 
although some swifts move all four digits forward to use them as hooks to hang on to vertical 
surfaces.  
 

 
 

See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird_feet_and_legs for more diagrams and descriptions. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird_feet_and_legs
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Fall Migration  

  

   

  

  Adult White-crowned Sparrow, 27 Oct 2018, Valle 
Crucis Community Park, Watauga County. Photo by R. 
Gray 

 Immature White-crowned Sparrow, 13 November 2018, 
Valle Crucis Community Park, Watauga County. Photo 
by S. Dowlan 

Bobolink, 6 Oct 2018, Brookshire Park--Loop and Greenway, Watauga County.. 
Photos by G. McGrane 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo, 17 Sep 2018, 
Boone Greenway Trail, Watauga 
County. Photo by G. McGrane 

Swainsonôs Thrush, 28 Oct 2018, Boone Greenway Trail, 
Watauga. Photo by R. Gray. 

Swainsonôs Thrush, 7 Oct 2018, Tanawha Trail at Holloway 
Mountain Road, Watauga. Photo by R. Gray. 


