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BIRD SIGHTING REPORT

Nelson's Sparrow Acadian/Atlantic subspecies (Ammodramus nelsoni subvitgatus)
October 9, 2013
One

Pomainville Wildlife Management Area, Pittsford, Vermont. The bird was approximately
one-quarter mile south-southwest of the management area parking lot at Route 7. (43.740°
latitude, -73.049° longitude.) It was residing in a small, wet patch of sedge, roughly 150 feet
in diameter and 2 feet in height, adjacent to the east side of a large pond. The water level in
this pond was much lower than usual at this time of year. This management area is generally
composed of flat, wet fields abutting Otter Creek.

This bird was observed for several minutes at roughly 8:30 a.m. and again for about one
minute at roughly 9:30 a.m. The bird was extraordinarily accommodating and was enjoyed
during both sessions at distances of approximately 15 to 20 feet and up to 50 feet when it
relocated out of sight. The sky was clear and the bird was beautifully illuminated with the
sun at the obsetrvers' backs during the first session and to one side during the second. The
wind was calm. The temperature was perhaps 45 degrees Fahrenheit during the first session
and 50 during the second. Observations were made with Zeiss 8x42 TFL binoculars and
naked eye. Overall viewing conditions were superb.

Overall this bird appeared like a larger, much grayer and duller version of the Interior
subspecies of Nelson's Sparrow (A. n. nelsoni), with larger bill and longer tail. The expected
orange plumage was instead dull yellow with orange tint.

Breast and sides were dull light yellow with only a hint of orange and were decorated with
light gray streaks. Streaks were definitively light gray with no hint of brown. They were also
very diffuse but contiguous with fairly uniform width - as though each could have been

painted with long, single strokes of a smudgy marker. Unmarked, white belly was clearly
defined.

Wide, unmarked, rich gray crown stripe was bordered by unstreaked medium brown and
narrowed toward nape. Gray triangular ear patch was encompassed by dull orange-yellow
face triangle with more orange tint on lower portions. Slender, light yellowish eye-ring. Dark
eye. Larger, longer bill appearing more like Saltmarsh Sparrow (Ammodramus caudacutus)
than A. n. nelsoni.

Large, unmarked, medium gray nape area. Depending on posture gray nape area often
appeared rather enormous since same gray tone extended onto head, back, scapulars and
around toward breast.

Back and scapulars generally diffuse and gray, mostly a medium tone with some darker
shades, but lacking warm tones and blatant black and white contrast of A. n. nelsoni. Thin

vertical "braces" were lightest portion but even then were only a lighter shade of gray and not
white as in A. n. nelsoni.

Dark brown flight feathers and greater coverts had dull lighter brown edging. Covert edging
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had slightly warmer, darker tone than flight feathers, but was still relatively dull.
Rump was dull brown with no orange tinge as in A. n. nelsoni.

Dark brown tail was drooped in flight. Tail appeared somewhat ragged tipped in flight but
wasn't closely inspected when perched. Tail also appeated longer than in A. n. nelsoni.
Although found no reference in literature regarding tail length, interestingly Sibley does
illustrate tail as slightly longer. (Also interestingly, the shorter tail and usually orange-tinged
rump have been successfully used by this observer to first detect more westerly subspecies of
Nelson's Sparrow in flight, but were of no value with this bird.)

Legs and feet not carefully noted but recalled as fleshy tone.

This bird was first noticed due to a faint buzzy note, reminiscent of Savannah Sparrow's
(Passerculus sandwichensis) complaint note. It was uncertain whether the note came from
this bird or another nearby, but was consistent with it's first short flight up from the lower
realm of vegetation. The bird appeared quite curious about the stationary observers and
relocated several times, choosing more and more conspicuous perches. (We were wearing a
good deal of orange clothing which may or may not have been a factor as intended.) It
eventually settled in the open to sun itself and preen in the early morning light, affording an
outstanding opportunity for study. After several minutes, it gradually returned to foraging
mode by nibbling on a morsel within reach. It subsequently flew another 10 feet away and
then relocated about 50 feet away. We rediscovered the bird on our way back through the
area when it flew up behind us. Again it seemed curious and actually relocated closer to us,
once again looking us over, although this time from lower perches.

There were numerous other sparrows in the vicinity, namely Swamp Sparrows (Melospiza
georgiana), Song Sparrows (Melospiza melodia) and Savannah Sparrows. However, this bird
operated independently and no interactions were seen with the others. It also remained
exclusively within a contiguous patch of sedge while the others were less discriminant in their
foraging.

Diffuse rather than well defined breast and flank streaks, clearly defined white belly,
unmarked gray median crown stripe and unmarked gray nape distinguish from Le Conte's
Sparrow (Ammodramus leconteii) and Saltmarsh Sparrow (Ammodramus caudacutus). Gray
back devoid of black streaks, gray ear patch largely encompassed by orange-yellow, light eye-
ring, light gray diffuse breast and side streaking on dull orange-yellow background, white
unmarked belly, light supercillium and faint, dull yellow throat distinguish from both adult
and juvenile Seaside Sparrow (Ammodramus maritimus).

While the identification of subspecies of the sharp-tailed sparrow complex has evolved
during the past ten years, especially regarding A. n. nelsoni and A. n. alterus, the identification
points of A. n. subvirgatus have remained relatively stable. And the consensus in current
literature is that distinction of this subspecies is fairly straightforward. (The best opportunity
for confusion is with dull A. n. alterus. However unlike this bird, A. n. alterus would still be
relatively more vibrant overall including a brighter orange tone surrounding the ear patch,
warm brown base tone on back rather than gray, more contrasty "braces," brighter reddish
secondary covert edging and smaller bill.) Therefore the overall dull plumage of this bird,
with only a slightly orange tinge to dull yellow tone, the orange tint most prominent on the
lower face, diffuse gray streaks on breast and flanks, wide unmarked gray median crown
"stripe" (actually encompassing a large portion of the crown), gray back with lighter gray
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braces and lack of black and white on back, voluminous gray nape with gray encroaching into
adjacent plumage, and the bird's larger size and bill distinguish as this subspecies.

Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Leah Tansey, Burlington, VT

Sue Wetmore and Sue Elliot also saw this bird during the second observation session, albeit
briefly in flight, backlit and from a greater distance. Sue Elliot described their sighting as "a
less than satisfying look" and as such would probably not be able to add to this desctiption.

Multiple Nelson's Sparrows were reported by various observers at this location on days
shortly before and after our sighting. Two of those birds were thought to be A. n. nelsoni
and one was photographed. No mention was made of a dull individual however. We
scoured the area one week prior to this sighting and found many sparrows but no Nelson's.
There was a good deal of weather conducive for migration - clear, calm nights - during the

period.

Although A. n. subvitgatus is not typically considered an "inland" migrant, according to the
1996 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Southern Quebec, a small but stable population -
estimated in 1990 to be at least 1000 individuals - nests along the St. Lawrence Estuary. The
current Quebec Breeding Bird Atlas (2010-2014) indicates a population is persisting. Most of
this population extends from the Quebec City area to about halfway between Quebec City
and the tip of the Gaspe Peninsula. Probable breeding also continues to be recorded in
several locations not far north of Montreal. It seems entirely plausible that some or all of
this relatively small Quebec population could make their way through Vermont either by
accident or intent.

A list follows of literature consulted for this report and supportive of its conclusion. Both
of Sibley's works, Greenlaw 2007, and Smith 2011 (which refers heavily to Greenlaw 2007)
proved the most detailed regarding identification.

Greenlaw, J. S. and Rising, J. D., 1994, Sharp-tailed Sparrow, The Birds of North America,
No. 112, A. Poole and E Gill, Eds., The Academy of Natural Sciences, Philadelphia;
The American Ornithologists' Union, Washington, D. C.

Greenlaw, J. S. and Woolfenden, G. E., 2007, Wintering Distributions and Migration of
Saltmarsh and Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrows, Wilson Journal of Ornithology, Wilson
Ornithological Society, Ann Arbor, v. 119, pp. 361-377 (see Appendix 1 regarding
identification)

Ouellet, R., 1996, The Breeding Birds of Quebec: Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Southern Quebec,
J. Gauthier and Y. Aubry, Eds., Province of Quebec Society for the Protection of Birds,
Canadian Wildlife Service, Montreal, pp. 994-997

Rising, J. D. and Beadle, D. D., 1996, The Sparrows of the United States and Canada,
Academic Press, San Diego, 365 p.

Robert, M., 2013, Atlas Results (Maps), Quebec Breeding Bird Atlas (2010-2014), www.atlas-
oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/ cartes.jsprlang=en, Regroupement QuébecOiseaux, the
Canadian Wildlife Service of Environment Canada and Bird Studies Canada (see
Species Map for Nelson's Sparrow, 2nd Atlas, Whole Province)
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Sibley, D. A., 1996, Field Identification of the Sharp-tailed Sparrow Complex, Birding,
American Birding Association, Colorado Springs, June edition, pp. 197-208

Sibley, D. A., 2000, The Sibley Guide to Birds, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 544 p.

Smith, F, 2011, Photo Essay: Subspecies of Saltmarsh Sparrow and Nelson's Sparrow,
North American Birds, American Birding Association, Colorado Springs, v. 65 n. 2, pp.
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