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Recognizable Forms

Redpolls
by

Ron Pittaway

Introduction
The American Ornithologists'

Union Check-list (1983J recognizes
two species of redpolls: Common
Redpoll (earduelis flammea) and
Hoary Redpoll (c. hornemanniJ.
Each species has two well-marked
subspecies in Canada (Godfrey 1986 J.
However, the taxonomy of redpolls
has been much debated. Some
authors suggest lumping all redpolls
into a single species, while others
propose splitting them into four
separate species. Regardless of how
many species there are, classic
individuals of each of the four forms
are recognizable in the field. The
legendary George North of Hamilton
actually saw the four forms of
redpolls in one flock at Aldershot on
23 March 1958 (North 1983J! In order
to recognize these forms, we require
a sound knowledge of the field
marks, plus a thorough understanding
of redpoll plumages, effects of wear,
age classes and molts. It is a
fascinating identification challenge,
worthy of our consideration.

Taxonomy
The Common Redpoll has two

subspecies in Canada: the smaller
and southern nominate race (c. f.
flammeaJ and a larger northern race
(c. f rostrata J. A third race, C. f.
holboelli, is considered by most
authorities to be of doubtful validity
(AOU 1957, Godfrey 1986J. Knox
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(1988J treats it as representing very
long-billed individuals of nominate C.
f. flammea. The Hoary Redpoll also
has two subspecies in Canada: a
small southern race (c. h. exilipesJ
and the larger northern nominate
race (c. h. hornemanni).

Troy's (1985J widely read and
much quoted study concluded that
the southern race of the Common
Redpoll (c. f. flammea) and the
southern race of the Hoary Redpoll
(c. h. exilipesJ should be lumped as
one highly variable species. His
assumption was that intermediate
birds represented hybrids. This view
appealed to many ornithologists,
birders and banders who had found
themselves perplexed by redpoll
identification. However, later
researchers questioned Troy's
taxonomic conclusions. Seutin et al.
(1989J noted that Troy failed "to take
age dimorphism into consideration in
his analysis". In fact, Knox (1988J
could find no direct evidence of
hybridization anywhere in the large
area of overlap between Common
and Hoary Redpoll populations,
although he suspected that occasional
hybridization does occur. Based on
biochemical evidence
(electrophoresis J, Marten and Johnson
(1986J found that the two most
similar forms of Common Redpoll (c.
f. flammea) and Hoary Redpoll (c. h.
exiIipesJ "seem to have split 550,000
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Figure 1: Adult male Common Redpoll. Drawing by Chris Kerrigan.

years ago". These two forms "are
clearly near the boundary of species
formation" (Knox 1988). Both Knox
(1988) and Herremans (1989)
considered the two forms to be a pair
of sibling species. Sibling species are
two or more closely related species
that have very similar morphology.
The Empidonax flycatchers are a good
example of sibling species. Similarly,

the two large northern redpolls (c. h.
hornemannii and C. f rostrata) also
occur together over a wide area with
virtually no evidence of
interbreeding. Previously, Todd
(1963) and recently Herremans (1989)
have proposed four species of
redpolls: C. hornemanni, C. exilipes, C.
rostrata and C. (lammea. See Figure 2.
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Plumages, Molts and Ageing
A knowledge of redpoll plumages

will help in understanding the
variation seen in redpoll flocks.
Instead of resulting from
hybridization, much of the confusion
over intermediate birds can be
explained by age and sex differences,
and individual variation (Knox 1988).
The following is only a general
outline of the plumages, molts and
ages in redpolls.

Adult (definitive basic) redpolls
undergo a complete molt (all feathers)
once a year after the breeding season.
Because of buffy or greyish feather
edges which gradually wear off,
adults in fresh (new) fall plumage are
much paler than the same birds in
worn (old) breeding plumage. In
males, the pink coloration is also pale
when fresh, gradually becoming
richer and redder by spring. Feather
wear allows redpolls to don a
breeding dress without the need to
molt (Newton 1972). This change is
well illustrated in the National
Geographic Society's Field Guide
(Scott 1987). Compare the
illustrations of the Common Redpolls
labelled winter and breeding on page
439.

Juveniles lack the red cap and
black chin of the adult birds. On the
breeding grounds in late summer,
juveniles undergo a partial (body)
molt to first year (first basic)
plumage, retaining most of the
juvenile wing and tail feathers.
Seasonally compared, first year birds
are darker and more streaked than
their respective adults. Redpolls wear
their first year plumage for
approximately one year, after which
they molt completely into adult or
definitive basic plumage.
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A large flock of "Southern "
Common Redpolls (c. f f/ammea) will
show four plumage types: adult
males, adult females, first year males,
and first year females. Add another
form to the above flock and now
there are eight possible plumage
types!

"Southern" Common Redpoll
(C. f. {lammeaJ

This low Arctic form breeds
south to northern Ontario (James
1991). It is an erratic winter visitor to
southern Ontario, sometimes in large
numbers. This is the commonest
form in the province, far
outnumbering the other three forms
and is the standard by which the
other forms are compared and
recognized. Study the flocks (bird
feeders are ideal) and learn the
different plumage variations. Adult
males are richly coloured with rosy
pink while first year males are
somewhat darker and often washed
with light pink. Adult females on the
other hand usually lack any pink
colouration (sometimes tinged) and
first year females are the darkest and
most heavily streaked of the age
classes, at times almost siskin-like.

In all plumages, this form is
usually noticeably streaked on the
sides, rump and undertail coverts.
The bill is longer and less stubby
than the Hoary's. Individuals
showing characteristics that are
intermediate between C. f f/ammea
and C. h. exilipes are best left
unidentified.

"Greater" Common Redpoll
(c. f. rostrataJ

This large and dark form breeds
on Baffin Island and Greenland (Todd
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1963). In parallel with the two
subspecies of the Hoary Redpoll,
there is also a gap between the
breeding ranges of the two subspecies
of the Common Redpoll. See the
range map in Godfrey (1986). It is a
winter visitor "in small numbers to
southern parts of the East from
Ontario to Newfoundland" (Godfrey
1986). Richard Poulin (pers. comm.)
has banded hundreds of redpolls near
Ottawa, and reports that "Greaters"
are more common than Hoary
Redpolls during some winters. Look
for this distinctive subspecies during
redpoll flight years.

The "Greater" is somewhat larger
(averaging 14.0 cm) than the
"Southern" race which averages 12.5
cm in length (Newton 1972). The
difference between the two races of
the Common Redpoll is "fairly
obvious when the two birds are
together in the same flock" (Peterson
1947). "Greater" field marks include
"larger size with thicker bill,
coloration somewhat darker and
browner than in {lammea, adult males
with red of under parts less extensive
and less intense" (Godfrey 1986).
Observers familiar with "Greaters"
in the field have described them as
somewhat House Finch-like because
of their stout bills, heavy builds and
general darker colouration with
conspicuous streaking on the
underparts.

"Southern" Hoary Redpoll
(C. h. exilipes1

This form breeds in the low
Arctic, and much of its range
overlaps that of the "Southern"
Common Redpoll. It breeds regularly
south to Churchill, Manitoba lJehl
and Smith 1970), and Middleton (in
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Cadman et al. 1987) reported that it
"may breed in low numbers on the
tundra of Hudson Bay" in Ontario.
During redpoll flight years, it is
usually possible to find a few
"classic" adult males. They stand out
by their very white "frosted"
appearance, pure white rumps, paler
and less extensive pink suffusion on
the breast, lightly streaked flanks,
and very lightly streaked to
immaculate undertail coverts.
"Southern" Hoaries are similar in
size to "Southern" Commons, but
usually have shorter, more obtuse
(stubby) bills imparting a distinctive
"pushed in face" appearance. Many
first year and some adult female
"Southern" Hoaries can be quite
streaked on the rump and sides (Knox
1988). These "intermediate birds" are
probably best treated as unidentified.
The reader is referred to the excellent
article by Lansdown et al. (1991) on
the identification of this form.

"Hornemann's" Hoary Redpoll
{C. h. hornemanniJ

The "Hornemann's" or
"Greenland" Hoary Redpoll is the
largest and palest of the redpolls
(Godfrey 1986). There is apparently a
gap between the breeding range of
the two subspecies of the Hoary
Redpoll (Todd 1963). This race breeds
in the Canadian high Arctic and
Greenland and "is a great rarity
south of the tundra at any season"
(Aubry et al. 1987). The American
Ornithologists' Union Check-list
(1957) lists a record from Galt
(Cambridge), Ontario. The specimen
is now in the Royal Ontario Museum
(North 1983). (See North's account of
this specimen and his observation of



the four forms of redpolls in the
Postscript to this article.)

"Hornemann's" Hoary Redpoll is
a larger bird (averaging 14.0 cm) than
the "Southern" Hoary which
averages 12.5 cm in length (Newton
1972). Todd (1963) states that there is
"no overlap in measurements"
between the two subspecies.
Compared to the "Southern" Hoary
Redpoll, "Hornemann's" is known by
its larger size, overall whiter
appearance, less prominent streaking
on the sides and flanks, and
immaculate undertail coverts; males
have less pink which is of a different
hue, some showing a mere trace of
pink suffusion on the breast (Todd
1963). Females and first year birds
are probably recognizable, if directly
compared to the other forms
(especially the two smaller ones), by
their pale colouration and larger size.
Richard Poulin (pers. comm.) has
observed this form in the high Arctic.
He describes it as being "really
distinctive; a big, v.ery white redpoll
suggesting a Snow Bunting"!

Summary
Common and Hoary Redpolls

appear to be valid species. The
"intermediate birds" reported
between C. f f/ammea and C. h.
exilipes are apparently the result of
age, sex and individual variation and
not interbreeding. Some authorities
recognize four species of redpolls.
Not all redpolls will be identifiable to
species or subspecies, but "classic"
individuals of each form are very
recognizable.

Postscript
George North's (1983) description

of his experience with redpolls is
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worth quoting here, as an example of
his interest in recognizable forms:

"The McIlwraith Loan Collection
of birds used to be housed in the
Hamilton Museum on the second
floor of the old Public Library and
Art Gallery which stood on the east
side of Centenary Methodist Church.
Back in the 1920's I used to visit the
museum often to admire the birds
and study them carefully. Among the
most striking was the big white
Greenland Redpoll, that seemed to be
as big as a Snow Bunting. It was
collected about 1863 by a friend of
Mr. McIlwraith's from a small flock
in the town of Galt.

For many years I searched the big
or small flocks of redpolls that visited
us almost every winter, but without
success in finding this big and hoary
bird. Then on March 23, 1958, on
one of our weekly birding trips
together, Dr. R.G.C. MacLaren and I
visited a spot that had produced good
birds in previous springs. This was an
extensively open field off the Plains
Road at Aldershot that was part of
the property of Mrs. Towsend's at
Oaklands. On walking over the field
we came on a flock of redpolls
feeding on weed seeds. To our delight
there was a big white redpoll, twice
as big as the Common Redpolls, the
Greenland Redpoll that I had been
searching for for thirty years. But this
was not the only rare bird there. On
looking over the flock we found one
specimen of the commoner small
white-rumped Hoary Redpoll and one
individual of the Greater Redpoll.
This latter is classified as a subspecies
of the Common Redpoll, but it is a
much larger bird, more the size of a
Purple Finch and has a much heavier
bill, more like a grosbeak's. I have

VOLUME 10 NUMBER 3
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seldom seen the Greater Redpoll
since the winter of 1929-30 when I
found them on the north shore of the
Dundas Marsh."
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Notes

Notes on Calls of Breeding
Connecticut Warblers

by
Don Shanahan

During the first week of June, 1991,
numerous Connecticut Warblers
1000romis agilis) were heard singing
in a tamarack fen west of Moosonee
(Doug McRae, pers. comm.). These
observations were made by volunteer
bird identifiers walking two transect
survey lines, each one kilometre long,
as part of the M.N.R.'s Habitat Based
Wildlife Assessment of the Hudson
Bay Lowlands, co-ordinated by
biologist, Nancy Wilson.

On 22 and 23 July, four sweeps
of the aforementioned tamarack fen
by two groups including bird
identifiers, Bob Curry and myself,
yielded one, and possibly two, very
short Connecticut Warbler song
bursts.

On the morning of 24 July, Curry
heard an unfamiliar call while
entering a mixed tamarack - black
spruce lLarix laricina - Picea mariana)
wetland. Following the call into very
thick cover, Curry also encountered
calling White-throated Sparrows
lZonotrichia albicollis) and Yellow­
rumped Warblers IDendroica
coronata). These birds seemed
extremely anxious. While tracking the
original call, Curry had a very short
look at a perched Connecticut
Warbler carrying food. In the next
minute or two, the warbler was seen
briefly in flight. Curry later

characterized the call as sounding like
"poyt" .

Curry and I returned to the same
area early that afternoon, and despite
following a faint version of the
"poyt' , call, did not see a Connecticut
Warbler. Proceeding into an area
adjacent to the tamarack fen, we
encountered a group of adult and

. young White-throated and Lincoln's
Sparrows IMelospiza lincolnii) as well
as Palm Warblers lDendroica
palmarum). Spishing seemed to agitate
these birds and calling continuously
the group quickly moved off into the
fen. I followed and about 90 metres
from our original observation point
began to hear a repetitious, loud,
liquid "poyt" call. Continuing a short
distance, I spotted an insect larva­
bearing Connecticut Warbler perched
about 3 metres up on a lateral branch
of a small tamarack. Mindful of the
wary nature of this bird, I observed it
quickly and determined that it was a
male. The bird called continuously
and remained immobile on its perch.
After ten minutes, I hailed Curry
who joined me near where the bird
still called.

Suspecting that the bird had a
nest with young in the immediate
vicinity, we began a systematic
ground search of the area's many
moss and lichen filled hummocks.

VOLUME 10 NUMBER 3
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After a further ten minutes of calling
the bird disappeared and did not
reappear or call again. An additional
35 minutes search failed to turn up a
nest containing young or fledged
young. Just as we stopped looking,
Curry found a small grass-lilled nest
built into the top of a hummock some
4 to 5 metres away from the
Connecticut Warbler's tamarack
perch. It was impossible to accurately
determine the age of the nest or the
species that had used it.

Leaving the area with the
Connecticut Warbler's call fresh in
our minds, Curry and I reaffirmed
the ' 'poyt" (or in some instances
,'poitch") representation. The next
morning while working the same
tamarack - black spruce fen that had
yielded Curry the initial Connecticut
Warbler call, I again heard the now
familiar "poyt". Unable to leave the
transect midline, I did not pursue this
bird.

Field guides and texts offer
limited information on the calls of the
Connecticut Warbler. Various
correspondents in Bent (1953)
describe fall migration calls as,
"peek", or "witch" or "plink".
Similarly, A.E. Allin, in Griscom and
Sprunt (1957), describes the call note

as "a distinctive sharp metallic peenk
or plink". The cassette series, Songs
of Warblers of North America by
Donald J. Borror and William W.H.
Gunn gives no call for Connecticut
Warbler. In summary, there are no
references to the distinctive softer
"poyt" call heard near Moosonee.

Considering the circumstances
surrounding our hearing of this call,
Curry and I have concluded that it is
either a general distress call or, more
likely, an alarm call made by parents
with young nearby. Readers who find
themselves in Connecticut Warbler
habitat at this time of year may be
able to track down the species by
listening for this peculiar call note.
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New Breeding Record for Great Gray Owl:
Most Southerly in Canada

by
Graham Forbes, Michael Runtz and Ron Tozer

On 6 August 1989, an adult Great
Gray Owl (Strix nebulosal was
observed by Graham Forbes and
Jenny Theberge near Round Island
Lake in central Algonquin Provincial
Park, Ontario (45 0 43'N, 78 0 14'W).
This, the second summer record of a
Great Gray Owl in the park,
prompted Michael Runtz and other
staff naturalists from the Algonquin
Park Museum to search the area the
following morning at sunrise. One
adult and three fledged young were
soon located, enticed into view by the
sounds of "squeaking" (squeals
resembling the cries of an injured
animal, produced by noisily sucking
on the backs of fingers I.

The three fledgling Great Gray
Owls were near adult size. They
exhibited distinctly browner plumage
than the adult (particularly on the
upper back and neck), incomplete
facial discs, undeveloped white
"moustache" marks on the bottom of
the face, less bulky heads than the
adult, and some down still present on
the flanks and the back of the head.
The central retrices were pointed at
the tips. The young frequently
emitted raspy food begging cries. On
7 August, an adult was observed
feeding a vole, possibly Microtus
pennsylvanicus, to one young. At least
one, possibly two adults and the
three young were present again on 8
August, and two immature Great
Gray Owls were located at the site on
16 August. Although the family group
was found repeatedly in the same

area, a nest could not be located. This
was not surprising since the young
probably would have been off the
nest for close to two months (Nero
1980). However, the nest may have
been in the near vicinity, for Great
Gray Owls have been known to
remain within one eighth of a mile
from a nest for at least seven weeks
after leaving it (Nero 19801.

The birds were most frequently
observed in a mixed second-growth
forest, with Sugar Maple (Acer
saccharum I, Yellow Birch (Betula
alleghaniensisl and Eastern Hemlock
(Tsuga canadensis) dominant on the
higher ground, and Balsam Fir (Abies
balsameaJ, Black Spruce (Picea
mariana1and Speckled Alder (Alnus
rugosa) bordering the creek and bog
system that flowed through the lower
area. One adult repeatedly flew into a
beaver meadow on this creek system,
and was seen leaving this opening
carrying food (small voles) in its beak
on at least two occasions, as noted by
Ron Tozer et al.

Great Gray Owls typically breed
in boreal forest habitat comprised of
dense coniferous or mixed deciduous­
coniferous forest, and spruce­
tamarack (Larix laricina) bogs
(Godfrey 19861. While only three
nests are known from Ontario (Peck
and James 1983), family groups, like
this Algonquin one, were reported
several times during the Ontario
Breeding Bird Atlas Project (Prevett
19871. All of these records however,
occurred much farther north than

VOLUME 10 NUMBER 3
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Algonquin Park. Prior to this
successful nesting in Algonquin, the
most southern Canadian breeding
record lay in Chisholm Township,
Nipissing District (Baillie and
Harrington 1936). (Chisholm
Township is located northwest of
Algonquin Park, east of Powassan,
Ontario.) Although Algonquin Park
lies in the Great Lakes - St. Lawrence
Forest Region, the elevations of "the
Algonquin Dome" on which the Park
is situated create conditions
favourable for vegetation typical of
the boreal regions (Strickland 1990).
Thus the nesting of Great Gray Owls
in Algonquin Park merely reflects
this northern aspect of the Park,
which also supports southern
populations of Spruce Grouse
(Dendragapus canadensis), Gray Jay
(Perisoreus canadensis), and Boreal
Chickadee (Parus hudsonicus) -- birds
representative of the boreal forest.

Of interest, on 5 September 1988,
Graham Forbes observed a presumed
adult Great Gray Owl in a bog less

than two km from the site of the
1989 birds. This fuels speculation that
breeding may have possibly occurred
in previous years.
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Photo Quiz
by

Doug McRae

Answer to Photo Quiz in Ontario
Birds 10 (2): Red Phalarope.
This quiz bird is one that for many
years was poorly dealt with in most
field guides, thereby causing a lot of
unnecessary grief for shorebird fans.

With any shorebird identification,
it's best to determine the age of the
bird first. This individual can be
identified as a young of the year by
several features. The brown streaked
juvenile back feathers (most obvious
near the base of the neck) are being
replaced by grey first-winter feathers.
Also, the crown and area around the
eye and ear are coloured in a diffuse
brown, again indicative of a young
bird. These latter features are usually
lost within a few months of fledging.

So, now that we have determined
it is a juvenile bird, we must find
features that establish this bird as a
Red Phalarope. There are many
species of shorebirds found in
Ontario, but only three phalaropes
--the Wilson's, Red-necked (formerly
Northern), and Red. One feature that
I find noticeable about all the
phalaropes is their long body length,
a product of having a long rear end
which gives them a kind of "boat­
like" look, apparent in this photo.
The neck appears a bit longer than
many species of shorebirds and, in
proportion, the head also looks a bit
smaller than it should. The fact that
the bird is up to its belly in water is
not of much use since all shorebirds
can wade. However, if you see a
shorebird actually swimming for

prolonged periods, then a phalarope
is almost a certainty.

Wilson's Phalarope can be ruled
out fairly easily on both structure and
plumage. Wilson's have very long,
fine bills, probably appearing half
again as long as the bird in this
photo. Juvenile Wilson's also have
more uniform, scaled backs, not
streaked and blotched like this photo.
The real trick here is to separate this
bird from a Red-necked Phalarope,
and this is the hardest age to do it
with. In plumage characteristics,
juveniles of both species look fairly
similar so the old standby of bill
shape and size remains the best point
to focus on. The bill of this bird
appears somewhat unremarkable in
proportion, with the tip being fairly
fine and the base somewhat enlarged.
Red-necked Phalarope bills are
similar in length but always appear
much finer in overall length, much
the same as a Wilson's does. If this
bird were a Red-necked, the thicker
base of the bill would not be readily
noticed.

Many books, particularly older
guides, refer to Red Phalaropes as
having a yellow base to the bill but
this is not present on juveniles, nor
many winter adults. Another helpful
feature for separating the two most
similar phalaropes is their call, which
is frequently given when they take
flight. Red-necks have a crisp "chit­
chit", while Red's have a much
higher pitched and softer "chit", not
too unlike a White-rumped
Sandpiper's call.
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This juvenile Red Phalarope was
photographed in September at
Ottawa, by Brian Morin.

Our next quiz bird is suitably
nondescript!

Doug McRae, Box 130, St. Williams, Ontario NOE IPO
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Ontario
Field Ornithologists

Ontario Field Ornithologists is an organization dedicated to the study of
birdlife in Ontario. It was formed to unify the ever-growing numbers of field
ornithologists (birders/birdwatchers) across the province and to provide a
forum for the exchange of ideas and information among its members. The
Ontario Field Ornithologists officially oversees the activities of the Ontario
Bird Records Committee (OBRq, publishes a newsletter and a journal, Ontario
Birds, hosts field trips throughout Ontario and holds an Annual General
Meeting in the autumn.

All persons interested in bird study, regardless of their level of expertise,
are invited to become members of the Ontario Field Ornithologists.
Membership dues are $20.00 Annual Membership or $400.00 Life
Membership. All members receive Ontario Birds, the official publication of the
Ontario Field Ornithologists. Please send memberships to: Ontario Field
Ornithologists, P.O. Box 62014, Burlington Mall Postal Outlet, Burlington,
Ontario L7R 4K2.

Officers of the Corporation
President - Geoff Carpentier, 964 Weller St., Peterborough, Ontario K9J 4Y2

Treasurer - Alec Dobson, 129 Dunington Dr., Scarborough, Ontario MIN 3E5

Secretary - Gerry Shemilt, 51 Montressor Drive, North York, Ontario M2P lZ3

Membership Secretary - Sid Hadlington, 1 Harbour St., Brighton, Ontario KOK IHO

Journal Editors - Bill Crins, Box 2476, Huntsville, Ontario POA lKO

Ron Pittaway, Box 619, Minden, Ontario KOM 2KO

Ron Tozer, R.R. 1, Dwight, Ontario POA IHO

Newsletter Editor - Geoff Carpentier, 964 Weller St., Peterborough, Ontario K9J 4Y2

Field Trips - Terrie Smith, 18 Colonial Ave., Scarborough, Ontario MIM 2C2

Birdathon Coordinator - Sid Hadlington, 1 Harbour St., Brighton, Ontario KOK IHO

Publicity - Jerry Guild, 2147 Jenner Ct., Mississauga, Ontario L5K IN3

Jim Coey, 2409 Speyside Dr., Mississauga, Ontario L5J lX5

FON Representative - Jerry Guild, 2147 Jenner Ct., Mississauga, Ontario L5K IN3

Archivist - Russel J. Munro, 270 West Pike Creek Rd., Tecumseh, Ontario N8N 2L9

AGM Coordinator - Gerry Shemilt, 51 Montressor Drive, North York, Ontario M2P lZ3

Past President and OBRC Liaison - Ron Scovell, 3 Sims Cres., Rexdale, Ontario M9V 2S9

Mailing Coordinator - Valerie Brown, 302 - 77 Coe Hill Dr., Toronto, Ontario M6S 3E2

Mail Pick-up - Sheldon McGregor, 4212 Trapper Cres., Mississauga, Ontario L5L 3A9

Director - George Bryant, 58 Fairmeadow Ave., North York, Ontario M2P lW7

Jean Iron, 9 Lichen Place, Don Mills, Ontario M3A lX3
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