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ALBINISM IN SLATL-COLORED JUNCOS 
By Richard D, Brown 

According to geneticists any lack of pigmentation in 
an organism is called albinism, Birds normally containing 
white in their plumag e are not cl a ssified as albinos by 
ornithologists until additional white occurs where it is 
not normally found, 

Albinism is freq uent among birds . Over ninety years 
ago_D~ane (187 6 , 1879 1 ~880) i~dicated that although pure 
albinism was rare, partial a l binism was a more common occur
ence than generally supposed . Since then numerous specimens 
have been c oll ected and many reports have been published , 
Gross (1965, 1967) states that records of albinism are a
vailable for " each of the 20 orders and 54 of the 75 fa mi 
lies of Nort h American B~r1s." ln the past fe \~ decades only 
notei•.'Orthy records of al b1n1sm have bee n acl<led to the a vian 
literature with only a few giving causal explanations (e . g . 
Phillips, 1954 ; Whitaker, 1960 ; Sage, 1962; Gross , 1964). In 
this paper I propose to submit two additional records of 
partial ~lbinism ~n the J un co (Junco hyemaiia) for the pur
~ose of illustrating ll] the dearth of causal exp lanations 
in the literature due to our lack of knowledge of partial 
albinism a nd l2) the importa nce of ban di11g programs in col
lecting data which could lead us to a greater understanding 
of the partial albi n ism problem , 

Sige (1963) found that the bulk (67%) of the 3134 re
cords of albinism in Britisl1 birds occurred in the Turdidae 
(29 %), Corvidae (ll%), Hirundinidae (7%), Ploceidae (7%) 
Sturnidae (7 %), and Fringillidae (6%), Most of the recor~s 
of albinism in North American birds given by Gross (1965) 
occurred in the Fringillidae (16 %), Turdidae (12%), Icteri
dae (10%), Anatidae (8 %), Corvidae (6%), Ploceidae (6%) 
Phasianidae (5 %) 1 and Mimidae (4%). In both reports the 

1 

Fringilli<lae are foun<l to contain a relatively high inci
dence of albinism, Why the incidence of albinism is greater 
in some families than others is not clearly understood, 
(Gross, 1964: 69; Sage, 1963: 412) 

Albinism in juncos has bee11 reported by several authors, 
The Slate colored Junco comprise 24 (1,29%) of the 1847 ca
ses of albinism compiled by Gross (1965), Ross (1963) repor
ted eight partial albino specimens from museums (one almost 
white) and eleven other records, Milton B. Trautman (pers, 
comm) observed a junco with an all white tail and brnie Limes 
(pers, comm,) observed one with larger white eyerings, 



156 EBBA NEWS - Vol, 35, No, 3 

Robinson (1888) reported a partial albino with scattered 
white feathers. A junco described by Bowdish (1932: 73) had 
a "faint sprinkling of white feather-tips among the slaty 
breastfeathers and in the same way, a narrow faintly traced 
collar of whitish appearance," In addition he reported an 
asymmetrical partial albino, mostly white with slate in the 
wings. On later observation this junco wa s commen~ing to 
show a slight peppering of slate over th e white plumage. 
Brownlee (1961: 66) photographed a junco whos e "head and 
other parts normally black, were white and pep pe red with 
bl ack on a white b ackground." Olyphant (1 970) n,entioncd 
Slate-colored Juncos having white around the ey e s. Twelve 
of her juncos h ad narrow , whi t e eye r ings (7 distinct, om
p l ete ; 3 distinct , i ncomplete ; 2 in distric t, i n complete); 
one j unco h ad a distinct white spot ov er the right eye and 
ano ·th-er ju nee had a 1~hite spot on the rig ht c heek (pe1'a , 
comm, ) . These fo u rteen partial albinos representing approx
i mutely one p.er cent of her j u11cos banded over a five year 
period . In addition , four recer us of partial albinism exist 
f or t he Oregon Ju neo ( Junco Oreganus ) (Ross , 1963) ; t 1,o had 
white collars and anot her haci a wh ite thr oat spot . No doubt 
other reports of albinism occur for the Sl a te colored Junco 
which have not been included, 

Partial albinos may cause identification problems either 
in the field (Sage, 196 2) or in the bander's hand. Shelley 
(1931: 169) was conc e rned with "efforts to determine the 
status of such abnorm a lly colored birds, th a t is whet : r all 
or any of the report ed occurences of aik eni in the East are 
valid or are merely th os e of common Slate-colored Juncos ha
ving narrow fringes of white terminating the greater or mid
dle coverts, or both cov erts, It is of course well known that 
such fringes occur occ a sionally on hiemalis and are usually 
regarded as albinistic in nature, ... 

The f ollowing pers ona l records are prese n ted here in 
supp or~ of t he arg ument t hat symmetr ical pa r tia l al b i ni sm is 
most li ke l y h e r ed itar y i n o rigi n: On 28 Dece mber 196 8 whi le 
patticipatin g in the 69 th Audub on Chri st mas Bi rd Count I 
saw an unu su a l par t ia l albi n o Sla te - co l ored Jun c o (F i g : lA) 
n~ar Clea r f or k Rese rv i or, Richlan d Co., Oh io . The b ir d was 
w~th a sma l~ f lo ck of j un c os at a fe ed in g s t a t i on. At f ir s t 
s i,ht t h e ~ird a pp ea r e d to be a pos s ibl e hyb r i d , I t had 
whi te ey en ng s wlu ch were comple te and br oad, g ivin g a spec
ta~led app ear anc e . The whi t e thro at was s imi la r t o th &t of a 
White throated Sparrow (Zonotriahia albiaollis) The white 
?Ut~r r~ctrices,_general ~oloration, and behavi~r, however, 
indicating that it was a Junco. The bird was looked for, but 
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not seen on subsequent days, 
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On 27 October 1969 on the campus of Garden State Acade
my near Tranquility, Sussex Co., New Jersey, I observed an
other partial albino Slate colored Junco with a conspicuous 
pattern on its head (Fig. lB). This bird was with a large 
flock o f migrating juncos which had stopped to feed at the 
banding station. Judging f rom the amount of brown in the 
plumage I assumed the bird to be immature, The junco was 
active and appeared to be normal in behavior. The best I 
could do was to field-sketch the unusual head pattern du
ring my short observation. No doubt other observers have 
seen partial albino Slate-colored Juncos having striking 
symmetrical characteristics which can make proper identifi
cation difficult, Neither of the two variants described here 
immediat e ly appeared to be Slate-colored Juncos. 

Albinism has been classified into four groups (Pearson 
et al., 1911-1913; Mueller and Hutt , 1 9 41): total a lb in ism , 
a compl e t~ la~k of pigment~tion; i nco mplete a io Tilism , p i g
ment lacking in the eyes, integum ent or plu mage , but not in 
a~l t~ree; i meerfect _albin i sm, a partial loss, r edu ction or 
dil~t~on of pig men t i n any O! all three a~eas; and partia l 
a l bi n is m, a complete or partial loss of pigment fro m l oca li
zed area s of the body, This latter type, being the most fre
quent, often involves only certain feathers and is sometimes 
symmetrical (Ross, 1963), Nero (1954) further separated par
tial albinism into ra ndom, occ urring in dissimilar areas 
from bird to bird, an d s1e c i f i c , occurring in approximately 
the same area from bird o bird . I would suggest the usage 
of t~o additiona~ terms in d~scuss~ng partial albinos: sim
metrical, each side of the bird being affected in a simi ar 
way, and asymmetrical, which Sage (1962) stated to be the 
most frequent, These terms may aid in observing, describing 
and suggesting the cause of albinism. ' 

Sage (1962) indicated that albinism in birds can occur 
as a result of heredity, inbreeding, diet, senility, shock, 
disease, and injury. It is impossible to determine which of 
these factors was involved in the two partial albinos re
ported here, Nevertheless, it is enticing to consider the 
possibilities that they are hereditary in origin by deduc
tion from the following. 

Singleton (1962) described the interaction of different 
genes to give a diversity of coat colors in mice, rabbits, 
dogs, and horses in which the amount and distribution of 
white is controlled genetically. 
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1 an d co l or pattern s are known to be genetically 
r1~::g~ or most of t h e domesticated birds(e.g,_chickens, 

co n~ro h ants pige on s do ve s parakeets, canaries, etc.) 
quai l, Peas , 1• 'eties and special feather 
Chicke n s h ave numero us co or. vari D t (1909. 71) "all 

d 1uma e pat~erns . Accordi n g to avenpor : . 
: ~ t~ese ~olor ch ar acteristics are inherited e~ch in its 
own definite fashion." In a study of the inheri~ance_of_plu
ma e color in canaries, Davenport (1908) gave his principle _ 
ofglocalization of the unit-characters of a comp~ex _plum~~ed 
pigments are "laid down only over rnore _or less _circums~ri e 
areas of the body'' according to M~ndelian_fashion. Levi (1941) 
gave a historical account of studies leading to an under
standing of the variation and inheritance of_color an~ plu
mage patterns in pigeons, A genetic explanation was ~iven 
by Parkes (1951) for the color and plumage patterns in the 
Golden-winged X Blue- winged Warbler (V ermivor a chrysoptera 
xv. p inus) complex and by Brush and Seifried (19 68) for 
mutants of the Gouldian Finch (Poephil,a gouldia e ), 

Genes determine not only the pres ence or absence of 
pigmentation in the plumage, but also the distribution of 
the pigm ents resulting in a symmetrical pattern character
istic of the species, For ex ample, -hitethroats and eyerings 
are normally found in birds, Complex head patterns found in 
a number of genera (e.g. Cal,aarus, Zon o triahia,and Chondes
tes) are characteristic of e ach species. The white wingbars 
and the extensive white in the outer rectrices a re undoubted
ly gene-determin ed characters of the White-winged Junco 
(Junc o a i keni), J\lany exampl es of symmetrical color and plu
mage patterns can be seen in pigeons (Levi, 1965), It seems 
likely, that since hereditary factors determine the sym
metrical occurences of whit e inrnany species of birds, and 
that the occurrence of pigmentation and white on both par
tial albinos was symmetrical, hereditary albinism could well 
have be en the causal factor, 

It can be hypothesized that the albinistic pattern of 
the juncos reported in this paper is a result of change in a 
gene or genes at the loci responsible for the placement of 
pigment on definite body areas. Whether early somatic muta
tion or germ-line mutation had occurred is impossible to 
know. Perhaps some genetic or genetic-environmental inter
action was involved. To go farther than speculation with re
spect to genetics of albinism, it is essential to capture 
birds, make a thorough inspection of the plumage, and/or 
rear progeny. 

Albinism in birds is a subject for research. Bird ban
ders are in a good position to examine the plumage of a 
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large number of birds for albinism, By collecting the fol
lowing data handers could greatly aid our understanding of 
albinism and possibly shed more light on its causal factors, 

1. Species; 2. Sex; 3, Age; 4, Date; 5, Locality. 
6, General condition of the bird (i.e. healthy, sick, in
jured, etc,). 7, Body areas albinistic; 8, any evidence of 
injury to the skin underlying the albinistic areas? 
9, type of albinism (i.e. total, partial, imperfect, in
complete), 10. symmetrical or asymmetrical, 11. Changes in 
albinism upon return, recovery or observation, 

Sage (1962), Ross (1963), and Gross (1965) are excel
lent references which should be in the possession of handers 
interested in albinism. 

I wish to thank Drs. Carl E, Venard, Donald J, Borror, 
Alan Ii, Brush, anct Walter C, Ruthenbuhler for their sugges
tions and criticisms of the manuscript and G, Scott Mills 
for his preparation of the drawings, 
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A TRAVELLING WILSON'S WARBLER 
By Vernon M. Kleen 

During the past two fall migration periods, I have o
perated 15 to 20 mist nets at a reservoir near Carbondale 
Jackson Co., Illinois (350 miles south of Chicago and 100' 
miles southeast of St. Louis). During these periods, I 
have banded many birds and obtained much information about 
bird migration in southern Illinois which was not previous
ly known for this area. 

In the past I have caught many "foreign retraps", but 
netted my first foreign bird in Illinois on 19 September 
1971 -- an adult (AHY-skull completely ossified) male Wil
son's Warbler, Wilsonia pusilla: 122-60299, It was one of 
only 19 birds (incl. repeats) caught that day. Upon re
ceiving a Certificate of Appreciation from the Bird Banding 
Laboratory concerning this recovery, I was surprised to see 
that this bird had been banded in Vermont. That made me 
skeptical! 

As everyone knows, several banding errors occurred 
while the Bird Banding Laboratory changed over to computers 
and unusual banding reports were coming from everywhere. I 
know that the Laboratory now has nearly eliminated these 
print-out errors before mailing the information out to the 
correspondents, but I still needed more proof about this 
warbler. After contacting Larry Hood and Brian Sharp (both 
of the banding laboratory) and Mrs. James Downs (who banded 
the bird), I am convinced this recovery is valid. 

Mrs. Downs originally banded the bird as an immature 
(HY) male (wing length 55 mm) on 4 September 1970, at her 
home in South Londonderry, Vermont; it was one of seven 
birds she caught in a water-drip trap that day. I captured 
the bird just a little over one year later in Carbondale, 
Illinois (wing length 56 mm; fat class 2; weight 8,2 grams) 
- a flight line distance of nearly 1000 miles from where it 
was banded. 

The question is: How could a Wilson's Warbler be in 
Vermont one fall and then in southern Illinois the follo
wing fall? My speculation is that the bird was originally 
from a brood raised in central Canada somewhere north of 
the Great Lakes. During its first fall migration, the bird, 
along with countless other inexperienced immature birds, 
flew (or was carried by the wind) to the southeast where it 
was caught and subsequently banded in Vermont. It then con-




