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Primary Covert Replacement Patterns 
in the Western Wood-Pewee 

(Contopus sordidulus) 

Western Wood-Pewee (Contopus sordidulus) is a 
Nearctic-Neotropic migrant flycatcher commonly 
found from April through October in northern 
California (www.ebird.org). After breeding, most 
Western Wood-Pewees migrate to tropical molting 
or wintering grounds prior to initiating their 
preformative or definitive prebasic molt. Although 
definitive pre basic molts among them are complete, 
the understanding of the variation in primary covert 
replacement during the preformative molt remains 
tentative (Pyle 1997). Interestingly, Burton (2002) 
described replacement of several primary coverts 
during the preformative molt in the closely related 
Eastern Wood-Pewee (Contopus virens), captured 
in Costa Rica. 

Between May and July 2007, two of eight Western 
Wood-Pewees captured at several banding stations 
in northern California had mixed juvenal and 
formative primary coverts. More specifically, 1-4 
inner and 1-2 middle primary coverts had been 

differentiate formative from definitive basic
plumaged specimens due to the concealed nature of 
the primary coverts. However, out of the 60 
formative and definitive plumaged specimens, five 
had noticeably mixed juvenal and formative 
primary coverts (Fig 2), following the same pattern 
found in birds captured in northern California. 

Further evidence of mixed primary covert 
replacement in Western Wood-Pewee was docu
mented during banding efforts in southern Oregon. 
From mid-May through August 2008, 18 Western 
Wood-Pewees were captured in southern Oregon 
and determined to be formative plumaged birds by 
the recognition of retained juvenal primary coverts. 
Of these, we found mixed primary covert 
replacement in 11 individuals (61 %; Fig 3). 

Interestingly, out of the 13 total Western Wood
Pewees captured in northern California and 
southern Oregon with mixed primary covert 
replacement, only two birds exhibited the same 
replacement pattern (Fig. 3). Thus, the preformative 
molt of Western Wood-Pewee is unique for two 
reasons: (1) mixed primary covert replacements 
which have only been documented in a few other 
species; e.g., Eastern Wood-Pewee and Olive
sided Flycatcher (Contopus cooperi) (Pyle 1997, 
Burton 2002) and (2) variation in molt initiation 
points within the middle primary coverts. Given 
variation in Western Wood-Pewee primary covert 
replacement, it remains possible that some 
individuals replace all primary coverts during the 
preformative molt, thereby confounding age 
classification. 

replaced during the previous preformative molt Western Wood-Pewees are long distance migrants 
(Fig 1 ). The retained juvenal primary coverts were which commonly occupy sunny habitats, thereby 
washed brown, were relatively more worn, and had subjecting their plumage to the degrading effects of 
noticeably less_ compact barb density. In 2008, we sustained solar exposure. Subjection to intense sun 
reviewed 60 formative and definitive plumage and presumably leverages evolutionary pressure upon 
Western Wood-Pewee specimens of both subspe- birds to replace more feathers during the 
cies occurring north ofMexico (C. s. saturatus and preformative molt, relative to species occupying 
C. s. veliei) at the Smithsonian National Museum of more shaded environments (Pyle and Kayhart 
Natural History. In general, it was difficult to 2010). Although this study' s findings agree with 
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