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AT A GLANCE

October 1996

Wayne R. Petersen

Shorebirds are always interesting, and when they are seen at dusk (or
underexposed in printing!), they can be especially difficult to identify. Because
of the obvious darkness of October's mystery photo, identification needs to be
based on a series of soft impressions rather than one or two obvious field marks.
Many identification possibilities can be eliminated at once on the basis of
structural characteristics. The slim, slightly tapered bill, rounded head, and long
winged appearance remove all of the plovers as options. Bill shape and the
shortness of the bird's legs eliminate yellowlegs and their allies, curlews and
godwits, and species such as Ruddy Turnstone, Dunlin, Stilt Sandpiper, and the
dowitchers.
So what choices remain? Spotted Sandpiper, Upland Sandpiper, Red Knot,
Sanderling, all the peep, and Pectoral, Purple, and Buff-breasted sandpipers
should come to mind. Spotted Sandpiper is out because of its uniform back
pattern, and Red Knot never displays the boldly fringed, dark-centered tertials of
the mystery sandpiper. This tertial pattern, along with the long-winged aspect of
the bird, also eliminate Sanderling. Both Pectoral and Purple sandpipers have
notably longer, more decurved bills. In addition, a Purple Sandpiper would
appear darker and more uniform on the back and chest. A Pectoral Sandpiper
would display more prominent streaks on its breast and back. Upland Sandpiper
can be ruled out by its longer neck, streaking on the sides and flanks, and long
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