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SPARROW IDENTIFICATION WORKSHOP AT THE 1964 ANNUAL EBBA HEETING 
Reported by Jane Pickens Church 

Dr. Jeff s,,,i_nebroad • s exc ellent ;-:orkshop deserved far prolllpter 
reportin g than it has received. 11.lany of us who had felt quite at home 
t·ith the more connnon sparro1- ;s in first fall or winter plumage Nere 
astonished (or dismayed) 'l-.'hen faced with b io or three other varieties 
in the same grouping ·which, while uncommon in the east, could accidentally 
be found in our area. I t would be extremely easy to overlook a rare-to
our-area sparrow during Operation Recovery• for example, on a busy day. 

Dr. Swinebroad had assembled study skins and then grouped them in 
such a manner that each species bore some resemblance to the others in 
the group. The 1-1orkshop participants moved from table to table studying 
the skins and making individual notes on i,1hat to look for for a positive 
identification. Baird's, Seaside, White-throated and h'hite-crowned 
Sparro,is made up one group ; we all think we knot-1 the latter two but these 
were in juvenal plumage - I was frankly appalled at how greatly some 
species rese~ble others when juvenal, subadult and adult plumages are 
sho wn together. Other tables held the follo1-1ing : Tree, Fox, Ipsw'lch 
and .Fiel d; Chipping, Clay-colored and Bret-:er's; Le Conte's, Sharp- tailed, 
Henslo ~ •s and Grasshopper; Savannah, Vesper, Lincoln's and Song; Pine-
1•'oods, Rufous-oro wned, Ru.fous- w1,nged and Cassin' s. The Swamp Sparrow 
was represented in four plumages - juvenal, imI11ature, first breeding 
and adult. Had all these sparrcws been represented in all possible 
plu mages I imagine that many handers :-:ould have felt that it ,,ias time 
to turn in their pennits 111 There would have been ,,•ell over sixty 
possibilities which put s sparro~ •JS almost in the same class ;:ith 
"confusing fall warblers." 

Once a sparrow has been identified to species. 1 t must if possible 
be aged. In many cases plumage characteristics are insufficient and 
11sku lli ng 11 is mandatory. This takes practice (and good eyesight) and 
Dr. Si,iinebroad suggested practicing on kno~-m adults. Since many sparrcn'lls 
have completed the ossification by the end of Octoher "skullin g 11 is not 
safe later - if the skull is unossified the bird is an immature I but if 
it is ossifi ed it is not necessarily an adult. Ageing by noting the 
bro od patch must be done cautiously - on Swamp Sparrows this character 
is good only until the first part of August. 

}fuch more sparrow information is needed by handers. There is no 
one place where the soft part colors are listed for all species. The 
Bird Banding .:ranual has had only a fe w species sent in by contributors. 
All banders should, if possible, j ot down the leg, eye, bill, and foot 
colors of the sparrows they band and recheck them i·hen the birds return. 
someone 'l-1ill need all this infonnation someday for a comprehensive paper. 

Janelia Farms, Ashburn, Virginia 

TREE SPARROW R-2:TURNS 
By Winifred F. Eower 

Tree Sparrows banded from 3/22/ 54 to 3/11/ 64 
Returns 

27 Returned after a lapse of 2 years 
18 Returned after a lapse of 3 years 

Example: #62-17709 Banded 3/12/59 
5 Returned after a lapse of 4 years 

Example: #57-27996 Banded 12/12/57 
1 Returned after a lapse of 5 years 

#61-02645 Banded 12/26/58 
40 Returned 2 times 

E:x:runples: #55-88975 
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1i6l-02722 
16 Ileturned J times 

Examples: if55-051J4 
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2 Returned 4 times 
l Returned .5 times 
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Hing Haven, Lees Hill P.oad, R. D. l, Basking Ridge, Ne,, 
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Returned 1/21/6J 

Returned 2/19/62 

Returned 3/11/64 
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