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Recent Literature 
in Field Ornithology 

A LTHOUGH LAST YEAR'Ssubscribers will be familiar with this column, new readers 
may want a word of explanation. This column is a brief overview of titles from the 
technical literature: titles which, in our arbitrary judgment, are likely to be of interest 
to many field observers. 

Ornithological and biological journals are published in awesome numbers today. 
Material of potential interest to the field birder appears in widely scattered places, 
often interspersed among highly technical, theoretical, mathematical papers. 
"Keeping up with the literature" is difficult enough even for professionals in academic 
institutions; for most amateur ornithologists, it has been largely impossible. This 
column is meant to provide a first step, by giving the field observer at least some idea of 
what is being published elsewhere. 

We are pleased to hear that many readers find this column an interesting place to 
browse: the titles are informative in themselves. In scanning the citations below, for 
example, you will notice references to first records of Hermit Thrush and Yellow
bellied Sapsucker in the British Isles (a reminder that our "trash birds" can be exciting 
vagrants elsewhere), yet another species new-to-science from Peru (L.S.U. scores 
again), and a study of American Robin foraging behavior as affected by grass length 
and lawn mowing (proof that the commonest birds, in the most mundane settings, still 
merit study). In many cases, for many readers, the title alone will tell enough of the 
story. 

Occasionally, however, you may spot a title of a paper that you want to read in 
full . . .  and from a technical journal you've never seen. What to do? Last year we 
offered these suggestions: 
( l )  The person who lives near a major university will find that a serious amateur can 
almost always make arrangements to use the university's library facilities. Even those 
readers who are not so conveniently located might keep this tactic in mind; we know of 
several birders living in remote areas who set aside one or two weekends a year to visit 
a major library and "get caught up." 
(2) Although few public libraries (except the largest ones) subscribe to scientific 
journals, many of them can provide a service called "interlibrary loan" - one facet of 
which allows one (for a fee, and with some delay) to obtain photocopies of papers 
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published in practically any journal. Ask a professional librarian for more 

information about this service. 
(3) If you notice that a particular journal carries items relating to your own interests 

especially often, you may wish to subscribe to that jou�nal. 

This year we are introducing an innovation: for each issue we are choosing a few 
recent papers that seem particularly relevant to the interests of the field observer, and 

giving these papers expanded treatment, extracting and discussing some of the 

important points. In this month's selections, for example, you will read about another 

potential taxonomic "split" in North America (one that will surprise many birders), 

about new field marks for a rare Atlantic coast pelagic species, and about a Siberian 
shorebird that may sometimes be overlooked in North America. We hope that this 

new feature will make the "Recent Literature" column more informative and 

interesting. 

Britton, David. 1 980. Identification of Sharp
tailed Sandpipers. British Birds 73 (8): 333-345. 

The Sharp-tailed Sand piper Calidris 
acuminata is one of those species which has been 
badly treated in the North American bird guides. 
Although virtually all records south of Alaska 
have been of fall juveniles, the western Peterson 
guide illustrates only a winter-plumaged adult, 
while Birds of North America illustrates an adult 
in breeding plumage (labelled "winter"!). Despite 
the misguided guides, West Coast observers have 
little difficulty in identifying the distinctive rusty
capped, buffy-orange-chested juvenile Sharp
taileds. 

For North American readers, the most 
significant point to be inferred from the British 
Birds article is that we may be missing adult 
Sharp-taileds in early fall. Consider this: the 
Sharp-tailed is quite rare in the British Isles, with 
only 1 5  accepted records up to 1 978, but nine of 
those records have been of adults in late summer 
-early fall, still showing much of the remains of 
breeding plumage. Consider also that the Pectoral 
Sandpiper C. melanotos is a rather scarce 
transient there, so that presumably most 
individuals found are closely observed. Despite 
this (and despite the known competence of so 
many British birders) there have been cases in 
which summer adult Sharp-taileds were initially 
passed off as Pectorals - once even when 
Pectorals were present for direct comparison! 
Clearly such birds would be even more easily 
overlooked in North America, where many 
observers would not look twice at an "obvious" 
Pectoral. 

Although we urge interested observers to 
consult the British Birds paper (which includes a 
number of photos and drawings), here is a brief 
digest of important points. The breast of a 
summer adult Sharp-tailed is as heavily marked as 

that of a Pectoral, but the dark markings are 
mostly in the form of scallops or chevrons; the 
breast-pattern fades into the white of the belly 
without the sharp demarcation of the Pectoral, 
and scattered dark chevrons extend down the 
flanks. M olting adult Sharp-taileds in fall have a 
"messy" look to the breast as the dark markings 
are lost, unlike Pectorals which have dark chest 
markings in all plumages. Other characters 
suggesting adult Sharp-tailed are a conspicuous 
broad white supercilium; dark streaks on the 
undertail-coverts; dull greenish legs; and chestnut 
cap contrasting with a dull gray-brown back. The 
Sharp-tailed also tends to have a flatter-crowned 
appearance, shorter and straighter bill, and softer 
more musical call-note as compared to Pectoral. 

- K. K. 

Brown, R .G.B.  1 980. Flight characteristics of 
Madeiran Petrel. British Birds 73 (6): 263-264. 

'Madeiran Petrel' is the British name for the 
bird we call Harcourt's or Band-rumped Storm
Petrel Oceanodroma castro. This species occurs, 
sometimes, off our Atlantic coast (as well as 
inland after hurricanes, and probably once off 
California), but its status there has been clouded 
by an assumption of difficulty in distinguishing it 
from Leach's Storm-Petrel 0. /eucorhoa. 

This note points out flight characteristics 
which may be the key to identifying the Band
rumped at sea. Atlantic coast birders are, of 
course, already accustomed to identifying storm
petrels by flight. Wilson's Storm-Petrel Oceanites 
oceanicus exhibits a relatively level flight, 
skimming the water with fluttery shallow wing
beats, sometimes veering irregularly from side to 
side. Leach's has a "nighthawk-like" flight, with 
erratic vertical and lateral bounds, the wings 
raised high above the back ina "tern-like" posture 
before each deep downstroke; when Leach's glides 
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it holds the carpal joints higher than the rest of the 
wing, giving a head-on silhouette resembling a 
flattened letter 'M'. These characteristic flight 
styles identify the birds even at great distances; 
only at closer range may the observer note such 
things as the longer, more angled wings, Jess 
blackish look and Jess conspicuous white rump of 
Leach's. ("Field guide" characters such as tail 
shape and foot color of Wilson's & Leach's are so 
difficult to see as to be virtually worthless for field 
identification.) 

The task for eastern birders, then, is to fit the 
Band-rumped into this scheme of comparative 
flight-styles and shapes. In this note, Dr. Brown 
suggests that under pelagic viewing conditions the 
Band-rumped Storm-Petrel might be confused 
with Wilson's rather than Leach's, because (like 
Wilson's) i t  is relatively short-winged, 
conspicuously white-rumped, and lacks Leach's 
erratically bounding flight style. However, the 
Band-rumpeds that Dr. Brown watched (off 
Senegal and off Ecuador) had a unique manner of 
flight: they consistently flew in "regular horizontal 

zigzags: banked to the left for half a dozen beats, 
banked to the right for half a dozen beats, and so 
on." This behavior ought to be obvious with a 
long enough view, if observers were alerted to 
watch for it. For the time being, of course, the 
Band-rumped should not be identified in North 
American waters on this basis alone, but it would 
certainly indicate that an individual storm-petrel 
deserved close observation and photographic 
documentation. -K. K. 

Johnson, Ned K. 1 980. Character variation and 
evolution of sibling species in the Empidonax 

difficilis-flavescens complex (Aves: Tyrannidae). 
University of California Publications in Zoology 

1 1 2:  1 - 1 5 1  + x. Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
University of California Press. 

Dr. Ned Johnson, who has already done 
much research on Empidonax flycatchers, here 
zeroes in on the Western Flycatcher E. difficilis 

and its southern counterpart, the Yellowish 
Flycatcher E. jlavescens of S. Mexico and Central 
America. Some past workers have considered the 
Western and Yellow_ish conspecific. However, 
Johnson disagrees; he found significant differ
ences in all their vocalizations, differences which 

would probably prevent their hybridizing even if 
their breeding ranges came in contact (which they 
don't). 

Johnson also devotes much discussion to 
another taxonomic question closer to home: the 
exact status of the two major populations of 
Western Flycatchers in the United States. 
Although the point is not mentioned in the 
standard field guides, these two forms may be 
easily identified by the call-notes of the males. 
Those of the Pacific coastal population, the race 
E. d. difficilis. utter a single slurred rising note, 
"pseet!" Those of the interior and Rocky 
Mountain race, £. d. hellmayri, have a distinctly 
two-syllabled "pit-peet!" These two forms also 
differ in details of the dawn song, and in 
measurements. 

Vocal differences are obviously important as 
species distinctions in some Empidonax. This 
situation naturally raises the question whether the 
interior and coastal forms might represent distinct 
species. But since their differences seem minor (at 
least to our perceptions), this question can't be 
tested unless the two forms are in contact during 
the breeding season, so that their interactions can 
be assessed. Johnson identified one region -
Siskiyou County, California - where contact 
between the two forms could be confirmed. Here 
it appeared that "pure" coastal and interior birds 
were nesting in the same localities, a situation 
suggesting that they were not interbreeding; 
however, the extreme similarity of the forms 
involved made it particularly difficult to detect 
intermediate birds. Although Johnson does not 
formally propose "splitting" the two, he does keep 
the question open. The situation has potential. 
Further field studies in the area of contact are 
needed. 

Clearly, however, birders should familiarize 
themselves with the position-notes of the males of 
the two forms, and make separate entries for them 
in daily field notes when possible. 

Those with a particular interest in taxonomy 
and subspecies will want to read this paper to see 
how a super-authority deals with subtle 
geographic variation in these confusing birds. 
There is also a fascinating discussion of the 
processes by which so many very similar species of 
Empidonax could have evolved in North 
America. - K. K. 
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TION, OF SERIALS CITED ABOVE 

Note on a name change: the well-known journal 
Bird-Banding, of which volume 50 was published 
in 1979, is now (as of 1980) appearing as Journal 
of Field Ornithology. The sequential numbering 
of Bird-Banding is being retained, so that the 1980 
volume of the "new" title was volume 5 1 .  
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