
              BIRD  SIGHTING  REPORT

SPECIES          Western Meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta)

DATE             June 24 to July 19, 2015  (This report was written for the initial June 24 sighting; photos and 
addendum were added for subsequent sightings.)

 
NUMBER One adult male in breeding plumage

LOCATION In pastures and on fence posts on the south side of  Lake Road, Charlotte, Vermont,  roughly
300 meters west of  its intersection with Greenbush Road.  The bird used an area extending
from about 150 to 300 meters south of  Lake Road and 200 to 400 meters west of  Greenbush
Road. (44.3309° latitude, -73.2616° longitude.)

CONDITIONS       This  bird  was  observed  periodically  from  6:45  to  8:30  p.m.  at  distances  ranging  from
approximately  150  to  300  meters.   The  sky  was  mostly  sunny,  the  wind  calm  and  the
temperature approximately 70 degrees Fahrenheit.  Some mild, periodic atmospheric distortion
was present during sunny intervals.  Observations were made with Zeiss 8x42 TFL binoculars,
a  Nikon 20-45x 60mm spotting  scope and Celestron 8-inch  Schmidt-Cassegrain  telescope
fitted  with  a  Televue  image  erector  and  Celestron  Plossl  26mm  eyepiece  (effective  78x
magnification) mounted on a custom platform, Manfrotto 3066 video head, and Manfrotto
132XB heavy duty tripod.   Audio recordings were made with an LG LG800G cell phone.
Overall hearing conditions were superb and viewing conditions were very good.

IDENTIFICATION We were driving slowly and quietly (on electric power with the gas hybrid engine off) when an
unusual  and  emphatic  song  was  heard  coming  from the  adjacent  field.   We  immediately
stopped.  The song was initially unfamiliar but was conveniently repeated.  The singer was
finally spotted on a fence post and all became clear.  

The song varied slightly but generally consisted of  one or two thin introductory notes, the
second lower in pitch than the first, followed by a jumble of  about 3 to 5 fuller notes usually
ending downward in pitch.   The song was loud and clear.  Audio recording were made and are
referenced below.  (Please note the date of  both recordings was June 24th rather than June
25th as stated in the first recording.)  

The bird generally looked like a pale Eastern Meadowlark (Sturnella magna) with some specific
differences as shall be noted.  Overall it was slightly smaller than an American Robin (Turdus
migratorius) and with a shorter tail; the upperside was an intricately patterned straw or pale
grayish brown (somewhat lighter and with less contrast than an Eastern Meadowlark) and the
breast, belly and throat a bright deep yellow with a sharply defined black bib.  The gray bill was
relatively long and sharply pointed.  The supercilium was white and the fore-supercilium the
same bright yellow as the throat.  The eye was dark, the eye stripe and sides of  cap patterned
brown (not near black as with Eastern Meadowlark),  central  crown stripe white, ear patch
streaked light brown, and most importantly the yellow of  the throat extended onto the yellow
malar  (unlike the primarily  white malar of  Eastern Meadowlark).   The face looked overall
plainer  than  Eastern  Meadowlark  probably  due  to  the  lack  of  white  malar  feature  and
diminished contrast of  the eye strip and cap.  The nape, back, rump and upperside of  wings
were light grayish brown finely patterned with darker brown, with an inconspicuous yellow
wash in the alula area.  The central majority of  the upperside of  the tail was similarly patterned
brown (and without solid dark feather centers of  Eastern Meadowlark) and the outer edges of
the tail were white.  The flanks and sides were white with broken dark brown streaks (finer and
not as contiguous as those of  Eastern Meadowlark).  Accordingly a larger portion of  the sides
and flanks were white than would be expected for Eastern Meadowlark.  The legs and fairly
large feet were pale pink.
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BEHAVIOR This bird spent perhaps one-quarter of  the observation time singing from fence posts.  It also
presumably sang from the ground since during one extended period it was heard singing but
not seen.  Singing sessions last from roughly 2 to 20 minutes.  There was an average of  about
12 seconds between songs with occasional longer pauses.  The longest period without detected
song was about 15 minutes.  The bird was also seen flying into the grass where it presumably
spent the bulk of  its time.  One isolated wooden fence post in the center of  the field was
favored,  in  addition  to  several  wooden  posts  along  another  fence  line.   There  were  no
interactions  observed  with  the  other  birds  of  these  fields  including  Savannah  Sparrow
(Passerculus  sandwichensis),  Wilson's  Snipe  (Gallinago  delicata),  American  Robin  (Turdus
migratorius) and Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus).

DISTINCTIONS Size,  shape,  overall  straw brown,  intricately  patterned upperside,  white  supercilium,  yellow
fore-supercilium, long pointed bill, and bright yellow underside with black bib distinguish as
adult breeding plumage Eastern Meadowlark, Western Meadowlark, or reportedly rare hybrid
thereof.  Yellow malar, lighter eye stripe and crown, relatively sparsely streaked flank, lightly
patterned tail,  overall lighter and lower contrast upperside, and the unique song distinguish as
this species.  Persistent loud singing distinguishes as male.

AUDIO FILES MeadowWe20150624MurinAudio1.amr 
Recorded approximately 6:55 p.m. on 6/24/15 rather than 6/25/15 as noted in recording.

MeadowWe20150624MurinAudio2.amr 
Recorded approximately 8:00 p.m. on 6/24/15.

PHOTOS  (June 27, 2015)  
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OBSERVERS Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Qing Ren, South Burlington, VT
Subsequently joined by:
Allan Strong and Lisa Nawrocki, South Burlington, VT 
Larry Haugh, Shelburne, VT

NOTES Learning the song of  this species for fruitless searches during the second Vermont Breeding
Bird Atlas (2003-2007) proved useful, though with a slightly delayed return on investment.

DATE OF REPORT June 25-26, 2015 (primarily from notes written June 24, 2015) and subsequently updated to add
photos and complete addendum.

SIGNATURE

ADDENDUM The following additional sightings refer to the same location and (presumably) the same bird.

6/25/15  The bird was seen and heard by many including Scott Morrical,  Steve Antell, Eddy
Edwards, and by Richard Lavallee who watched it chase an Eastern Meadowlark from the area
(personal communication with all).  

6/26/15  The bird was observed from about 3:09 to 4:00 p.m. with Craig Provost and about
6:20 to 6:23 p.m. with Qing Ren.  

6/27/15  The bird was observed and photographed from about 10:53 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. - it
sang for roughly two-thirds of  this period.  The bird was photographed using a Cannon 400D
digital camera attached to the Celestron telescope described above with a T-ring and T-adapter
(effective 64x magnification) at distances ranging from about 70 to 110 meters.  

6/29/15  David Hoag saw and heard the bird from 10:30 to 10:40 a.m. (pers. comm.).

6/30/15  Observed the bird singing from 11:30 to 11:40 a.m. (the entire observation period)
about every 12 seconds from its usual isolated fence post in the center of  the field.

7/1/15  Observed the bird singing periodically from approximately 4:18 to 4:30 p.m.
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7/2/15  Observed the bird with Qing Ren and many others from about 6:10 to 7:18 p.m.
singing periodically and often.

7/3/15  Observed the bird singing from 3:12 to 3:15 p.m.

7/6/15  Heard the bird singing only twice at 12:36 p.m. though observer was on site from
12:32 to 12:48 p.m.  A herd of  approximately 50 beef  cows have been rotated into the central
field of  the bird's territory for grazing (previously located in peripheral fields).

7/8/15 Observed the bird with Qing Ren; observers were on site from 7:44 to 8:12 p.m.; the
bird sang from 8:07 to 8:12 p.m.

7/9/15  Jim Mead saw and heard the bird sing continuously from about 5:43 to 6:13 a.m.
(pers. comm.).

7/15/15 Hank Kaestner observed the bird during the morning (pers. comm.).

7/16/15 Hank Kaestner observed the bird singing again in the morning (pers. comm.).

7/19/15 Visited the site with Qing Ren from approximately 10:33 to 10:43 a.m.  The bird was
singing from 10:37 to 10:42 a.m., first from a telephone wire on the north side of  Lake Road,
then from one of  its preferred fence posts in the field south of  Lake Road. 

Approximate locations of  singing perches used by the Western Meadowlark (each marked with
a yellow “x”).  The singing perch marked north of  Lake Road was a telephone wire and all
perches marked south of  Lake Road were fence posts.
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