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for North America of the 

Pechora Pipit, Anthus gustavl 

With notes on the identification of a most elusive species 

Ben King 

HE FIRST PECHORA PIPIT for North 
America was collected at Gambell, 

St. Lawrence Island, Alaska, in the nor- 
thern Bering Sea, by Paul Silook (Fried- 
mann, 1938) in 1937 (date unspecified). 
The specimen is in the U.S. National 
Museum. There were no additional 

records for 38 years until the recent 
flurry of birding activity in Alaska pro- 
duced the three sight records to be re- 
ported here, one of which was mention- 
ed in Kessel and Gibson (1978). 

The second Pechora Pipit for North 
America was found on St. Lawrence Is- 

land by George E. Hall, Susan and 
Thompson Marsh and myself in a 
"boneyard" about 1 km east of Gambell 
on June 16, 1975. It was shy, hiding in 
grass and behind bones and mounds of 
dirt, but over a period of several hours, 
we obtained excellent views, as did 21 or 
22 other birders. 

Ken Irey and I found the third pipit on 
Attu, the westernmost island of the 
Aleutian Chain, on May 22, 1979, near 
the Coast Guard Loran Station about 50 

m west of the N/S runway. It was very 
shy and remained hidden and out of 
sight inside piles of twisted rusty metal 
matting used for surfacing airstrips, dur- 
ing most of our three-hour observation 

period. Some patient waiting for it to 
emerge resulted in good views for most 
of the 28 other birders who saw it. The 

pipit was part of a large wave of East 
Asian migrants that reached Attu May 
20-22, 1979, in the wake of a storm. 
Most, including the pipit, were gone on 
May 23. This was the first record for the 
Aleutian Islands in spite of the fact that 
the Pechora Pipit breeds on the Com- 
mander Islands, only about 300 km to 
the west. 

The fourth occurred on Sevuokuk 

Mountain about 1.5 km east of Gambell 

on St. Lawrence Island June 6, 1979. 
Frank Freese, Ken Irey, Douglas Kraus, 
Arnold Small and I discovered it at 3 

p.m. on open tundra, in vegetation 
which averaged about 10 cm high, and 
ranged up to 20 cm above the ground. 
Like the others, this bird was also shy 
and difficult to observe, staying mostly 
hidden by the vegetation and taking 
flight when we approached close enough 
to see it. Nonetheless, during a 30-min- 
ute period, we got good views. At about 
9 p.m., another group of birders and I 
returned to the area and rediscovered the 

bird. In spite of a low fog, we managed 
to obtain excellent views through 25X 
telescopes at about 20 m. The pipit could 
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not be found the following day. 
Its furtiveness and close similarity to 

other species make the Pechora Pipit an 
unusually difficult Asian vagrant to rec- 
ord, and it may well occur in North 
America more often than these few rec- 

ords would indicate. Its breeding area 
includes the land areas along the western 
shores of the Bering Sea: Anadyr Terri- 
tory, central parts of Chukotsk Peninsu- 
la, Koryatsk Land, the eastern shore of 
Kamchatka, and the Commander Is- 
lands (Dement'ev eta!., 1954; Ivanov, 
1976). It breeds as far west as the 
Pechora River region, just west of the 
northern Ural Mountains in European 
U.S.S.R., from whence its name was 
derived. It winters in the Philippines, 
Sundas, Celebes and Molucca islands. 

HE BEST FIELD MARK, the promi- 
nent, long whitish stripe running 

down each side of the back, forming a 
broken "V", was noted on all three 
birds. Each bird also had a whitish 

throat and belly which contrasted slight- 
ly with the bully breast. These two 
marks differentiate the Pechora Pipit 
from the fall-plumaged Red-throated 
Pipits which lack pinkish rufons on the 

throat and in which plumage they are oc- 
casionally seen in spring. These fall Red- 
throated Pipits have two buffy stripes on 
each side of the back and rather uniform 

bully underparts. Otherwise the plu- 
mage of these two species is similar. 
However, the fresh-plumaged Pechora 
Pipit has a much brighter appearance 
than the fall Red-throated Pipit, a yel- 
lowish tinge on the breast and the sides 
of the head and the neck, and a mfes- 
cent tinge on the upperparts. This 
brighter look was most apparent on the 
Attu bird. Each of the three birds ut- 
tered calls different from those of Red- 

throated Pipits but no description was 
obtained because they were soft, infre- 
quent and difficult to hear owing to con- 
tinual wind, the rustle of clothing, and 
the voices of observers. 

The two prominent whitish stripes 
also serve to distinguish the Pechora 
Pipit from the other pipits that occur in 
the Holarctic Region. Of the three other 
pipits that have occurred in Alaska, the 
Water Pipit, Antbus spinoletta, the 
Olive Tree-Pipit, Antbus hodgsoni, and 
the Brown Tree-Pipit, Antbus trivialis, 
the Water Pipit and the Olive Tree-Pipit 
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never have pale stripes on the back, and 
the Brown Tree-Pipit either lacks or has 
dull and darker, less conspicuous pale 
stripes on the back. 

Otherwise the Pechora Pipits we ob- 
served were about the size of a Red- 

throated Pipit, with slender straight 
bills. They had warm dark brown upper- 
parts with distinct and prominent black 
streaks from crown to upper tail coverts. 
The outer pair of tail feathers was most- 
ly whitish. The breast and flanks were 
heavily streaked with black. Observers 
who saw the Attu bird were impressed 
with its brightness, which reminded 
them of a Savannah Sparrow. With its 
extreme furtivehess and relative silence, 
the Pechora Pipit is most un-pipit-like, 
especially to those familiar with only the 
Water Pipit. 

I wish to thank Vernon and Beda 

Slwooko for their exuberant hospitality 
at Gambell, the personnel of the U.S. 
Coast Guard Loran Station at Attu for 

their hospitality and assistance, and the 
personnel of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service in the Aleutian Islands for their 

help. Jon Dunn and Davis W. Finch 
kindly made their notes on the Attu bird 
available to me. Finch, Dan Gibson, 
George E. Hall, Peter J. Grant and Will 
Russell provided many good ideas and 
much valuable criticism during the 
preparation of the manuscript. Mrs. 
Marion Steeves graciously translated the 
relevant portion of Ivanov (1976). The 
staff of the Ornithology Department of 
the American Museum of Natural His- 

tory kindly allowed me the use of the 
collection and library in its care. 

Bibliography 
Dement'ev, G. P., N. A. Gladkov et al. 1954. 

Birds of the Soviet Union. (Trans. from 
Russian in 1968 by Israel Program for 
Scientific Translations, Jerusalem). Vol. V. 

Friedmann, H. 1938. Further Records from 
St. Lawrence Island, Alaska, Condor 40 
(2):88. 

lvanov, A. I. 1976. Katalog Ptits Sovetskogo 
Soyuza (Checklist of Birds of the Soviet 
Union). Leningrad, "Nauka". 276 pp. (In 
Russian). 

Kessel, B., and D. D. Gibson. 1978. Status 
and Distribution of Alaska Birds. Studies 

Arian Biol. 1, Cooper Ornithol. Soc. 100 

--c/o Ornithology DepL, American 
Museum of Natural History, Central 
Park West at 79th St., New York, N.Y. 
10024. 

318 American Birds, May 1980 


