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ALABAMA BIRDLIFE

FIRST RECORD OF THE SHARP-TAILED SANDPIPER
(CALIDRIS ACUMINATA) IN ALABAMA

Thomas M. Haggerty and Glen N. Piper

Figure 1. Sharp-tailed Sandpiper at farm pond near Leighton in north Alabama.
(Photo by Ned Piper)

The Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (Calidris acuminata) breeds in north-
ern Siberia and winters from New Guinea, New Caledonia, and the
Tonga Islands south to Australia. In western Alaskaitis a casual spring
and fairly common fall migrant, and is a rare but regular fall migrant
along the entire Pacific coast of North America. It is considered a very
rare migrant across the North American continent and most records are
of juvenile birds in fall (AOU 1983, National Geographic Society 1983,
Haymen et al. 1986). To the best of our knowledge, the following report
documents at least the eighth spring record for North America, the
second for eastern North America, and the first record for any season in
Alabama (Table 1).

On 30 April 1988 at approximately 1030, Floyd Sherrod and the
authors discovered a Sharp-tailed Sandpiper at the edge of a three acre
pond along County Road 22, approximately four miles west of Leighton,
Colbert County, Alabama (Fig. 1). The pond receives waste runoff from
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two large hog barns and is a regular feeding and resting site for
migrating shorebirds. The bird associated with 24 Pectoral Sandpipers
(Calidris melanotos) and was last seen at 1930 on 1 May. During the two
day period, approximately four hours of observations were made by the
authors under excellent light conditions at a distance of 25—-30 meters
with 15-60x 40x spotting scopes, and 7 x 35 binoculars. The following
description is compiled from notes and photographs taken during that
period.

Size: Similar to that of a Pectoral Sandpiper but chunkier and
slightly taller. ;

Head: Crown brownish red with fine dark streaks. Supercilium
pale, and becoming broader and more distinct posterior to the eye. Eye
ring pale contrasting with dark eye stripe that passed through the
lores and broadened in the auricular region. Nape and hindneck finely
streaked with black across a white background. Chin and throat finely
streaked with black across a white background. Auricular region very
finely streaked with brown across a buff background.

Underparts: Breast heavily marked with dark streaks, chevrons,
and spots across an orange-buff background. Streaking turned to spots
and chevrons on the lower breast and upper belly. Belly white; distinct
chevrons and streaks continued along the flanks, vent, and undertail
coverts across a white background. Lacked sharp line of demarcation
between the streaked breast and unstreaked belly as seen in Pectoral
Sandpiper.

Upperparts: Mantle feathers dark brown and fringed with buff or
rust color. Mantle “V” rust colored. Scapulars dark brown with rusty
fringe and contrasting with smaller grayish lesser coverts. Lesser
coverts were fringed with white and gave proximal portion of folded wing
a scaly appearance. Median coverts, greater coverts, and tertials dark
brown and fringed with either buff or rust color. In flight, upperparts
similar to Pectoral Sandpiper. Broad dark median stripe passed through
the rump. Sides of rump white. Rectrices dark brown.

Bill, legs and eyes: Bill shorter than Pectoral Sandpiper’s and
slightly deeper at the base, but shape similar. In good light, bill two
toned, with proximal third to one-half being yellowish and the rest black.
Legs yellow but slightly longer than Pectoral Sandpiper’s. Iris black.

‘Behavior: Foraging behavior similar to Pectoral Sandpiper. Pecked
and probed in mud along edge of pond, but also foraged in water up to its
“knees.” On two occasions seen lowering its head in horizontal position
and chasing a Pectoral Sandpiper a short distance (<1 meter).

Similar Species: The Pectoral Sandpiperis the species most similar
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to the Sharp-tailed Sandpiper. The field marks that best distinguish the
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper from the Pectoral Sandpiper are: (1) presence of
spots and chevrons on the breast, sides, and crissum rather than the
finer streaks that are found on just the breast and sides, (2) lack of a
sharp demarcationbetween the markings onthebreast and theunmarked
belly, (3) bright rusty crown, mantle, and scapulars, and (4) bright buffy
breast.

TABLE 1. SPRING RECORDS FOR SHARP-TAILED SAND-

PIPER IN NORTH AMERICA

Location Date No. of Ind. Citation
Alaska, Juneau. 17 May 1970 2 *AFN 24:634
Connecticut, Milford Pt. 8 May 1977 1 **AB 31:974
Canada, Alberta 23 May 1978 1 AB 32:1023
Canada, Saskatchewan 25 May 1980 1 AB 34:788
Alaska, Attu 26 May 1980 1 AB 34:806
California, Lancaster 5-9 May 1982 1 AB 36:894
California, Kern N.W.R. 8-10 May 1984 1 AB 38:960
Alabama, Muscle Shoals 30 April-1 May 1988 1 AB 42:447

* AFN = Audubon Field Notes ** American Birds
Acknowledgements
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FIRST RECORD OF THE CALLIOPE HUMMINGBIRD
(STELLULA CALLIOPE) IN ALABAMA

Robert R. Sargent

On 5 October 1990 Elizabeth Williams of Mobile called to tell me
that she had a hummingbird in her freezer that she found dead on 24
December 1989 at her neighbor’s home south of Mobile. She said she
found the bird on the floor of an outside alcove, apparently the victim
of a severe cold spell that gripped Alabama for over a week and
dropped the temperature in Mobile to near -18 C (0 F).

The specimen was delivered to me a week later, on 13 October, by
Edith McClinton, who was attending the Alabama Ornithological
Society meeting on Dauphin Island. My immediate impression upon
seeing the specimen was that it was a Calliope Hummingbird (Stellula
calliope). If after close study the bird turned out in fact to be a Calliope,
it would be a new species for the state and the fourth species of
hummingbird recorded in Alabama.

Figure 1. Calliope Hummingbird specimen found in Mobile 24 December 1989.
(Photo by Robert R. Sargent)
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Back home, with the aid of texts and a technical key given to me
by Nancy Newfield of Metarie, Louisiana, and information from an
unpublished study of the Calliope by Dr. William Baltosser of the
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, I was able to confirm that my
initial identification was correct, that the specimen was indeed a
Calliope Hummingbird, and probably a sub-adult female.

A close examination of the tail feathers revealed that the central
rectrices were subspatulate in shape and the margins of the basal one-
third reddish in color. The distal two-thirds was dark metallic green and
the entire shaft red. It is the subspatulate shape that distinguishes the
Calliope from all other hummingbirds, as shown below in Fig. 2.

Figure 2. Comparison of a central rectrix of a Calliope Hummingbird (left) with
that of a Ruby-throated Hummingbird. (Illustrations by Bill Summerour)

In hummingbirds, the presence of striations in the upper bill
indicates a hatching year bird. If the striations are deep and exten-
sive, the bird is a juvenile. In transverse section the upper bill of
this specimen had a rounded appearance with shallow striations near
the base, indicating the bird was a sub-adult. By the first spring
following hatching, all striations have disappeared and the bill is
smooth (Baltosser, North American Bird Bander, 1987).

Since the specimen represented a first state record, the following
description is given to document the record: wing 40.5 mm;tail 22.3 mm;
culmen 15.3 mm; weight 2.37 grams; bill width at feather impingement
1.9 mm, short, straight and thin; head dull gray-green; back metallic
bronze green (heavily bronzed);tail short, with arc-shaped reddish rufous
color on the outside of the basal one-third (hidden by the tail coverts);
retrices nos. 2, 3, 4, and 5 with some white on tips; retrix no. 1 black at
tip; center of retrices green; shafts of retrices reddish; breast and sides
bright buff with a cinnamon cast; throat grayish white, heavily spotted
with bronze-green spots; belly cinnamon buff; crissum faint cinnamon
buff. An additional observation was that the specimen’s weight wasnear
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normal although it had been frozen for nine months. A photo of the
specimen, compared with that of a Ruby-throated Hummingird, is
shown in Fig. 3, below.

Figure 3. Comparison of Calliope Hummingbird (top) with a Ruby-throated
Hummingbird. ( Photo by Robert R. Sargent)

At a feeder, or in the field, a Calliope would appear noticeably
smaller than a Ruby-throated Hummingbird (Archilochus colubris) and
would have areddish color at the base of the retrices. However, since the
reddish color is difficult to see, and because female and immature Ruby-
throated may also have buffy sides as does the Calliope, positive
identification can be difficult. Adult males should be no problem, but
female and immature Calliopes are best verified in hand.

In the winter of 1989-1990 there were three records of Calliopes
wintering in the Southeast (American Birds Volume 44, No.4). On 18
December 1989 I banded one of these that was coming to a feeder in Fort
Walton Beach, Florida. Another wasin Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and the
third was in Alabama and is the subject of this paper.

The Calliope, like the Rufous Hummingbird (Selasphorus rufus)
summers in the northwestern United States and western Canada. In
many locations, both species are nesting when snowis still on the ground
and nighttime temperatures are well below freezing. We now have
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enough banding records of Rufous Hummingbirds (over 50 in the
Southeast) to know that they regularly winter here. The Calliope may be
an occasional winter visitor also. These birds are well suited to cold
weather, so leave your feeders up and watch closely, especially between
September and April.
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FIRST NESTING RECORD OF THE SCISSOR-TAILED
FLYCATCHER (TYRANNUS FORFICATUS) IN ALABAMA

Paul D. Kittle and Dee C. Patterson

Imhof (1976) considered the Scissor—tailed Flycatcher (Tyrannus
forficatus) to be rare on migration and occasional in summer for inland
Alabama. Nesting of this species in Alabama, however, had not been
recorded. Successful nesting records in nearby southeastern states
include those at Murfreesboro, TN (Jackson, 1984), Catersville, GA
(LeGrand, 1989), Laurens Co., SC (LeGrand, 1982), and Tupelo, MS
(Jackson, Howell, and Werschkul, 1975). An unsuccessful nesting at-
tempt by this species occurred in Hardin Co., TN, during the summer of
1990 (Damien Simbeck, pers. comm.).

The junior author and Dee Patterson observed a pair of Scissor—
tailed Flycatchers constructing a nest on 30 June 1990. This nest was
located 7.2 km west of Florence, Lauderdale Co., AL, and was checked
approximately every other day for the next six weeks by the authors and
other local birders. The nest was build in a slippery elm (Ulmus rubra)
at a height of approximately 10-12 m. This tree contained many dead
branches, measured 40 cm in diameter, and was in a small grove of trees
surrounded by open agricultural land. Approximately half of the sur-
rounding land was cropland (cotton and soybeans) and half was a fallow
field overgrown with thick weeds and grasses.

Nest building was observed on 30 June and 1 July. The female was
observed sitting on the nest from 2 through 21 July. Feeding of nestlings
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was first observed on 23 July and continued through 4 August. Three of
the four young fledged on 5 August and the fourth fledged the next day.
Young birds were still near the tree on 9 August, but had dispersed by
11 August. The male parent was observed near the nest tree on 17
August. The female and three young were observed 0.8 km west of the
nest site on 3 September.

Individual Scissor—tailed Flycatchers were observed 2.1 km east and
0.8 km west of thisnest siteon12 and 13 June 1989 (Imhof, 1989), which
indicates that this species may have previously nested at this locality.
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