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November really is the return month for Sparrows. For many, Sparrows are just those “English
Sparrows” around the house. Actually, the “English Sparrow” is a finch and not a Sparrow at all! Many
have no idea of the variety and beauty of Sparrows that spend the winter with us each year. These
Sparrows actually set a tone for winter with their strength and survival skills. Once you learn the
Sparrows, you will begin to understand why Henry David Thoreau wrote:
“I once had a sparrow alight upon my shoulder for a moment, while I was hoeing in a village garden, and
I felt that I was more distinguished by that circumstance than I should have been by any epaulet I could
have worn.”
With this year’s improved seed supply and the slowly improving undergrowth, the Sparrows are back in
abundant numbers. One of the first to arrive by the first of November was the White-crowned Sparrow.
At first, it was found in the dense brush by its call that starts out with almost the same “Sam Peabody”
as the White-throated Sparrow but ends in a husky trilled whistle. Most of the first arrivals were first
year birds. The black markings of the adult are russet and the adult white is a dirty white or almost
brown. By the end of the month they were abundant on all trails.
Early arrival White Crowned Sparrows feeding on Fluttermill Quail Creek 11-3-2008 (First year bird
left; full adult right)

Probably no other Sparrow is as easily identified as the White Crowned Sparrow. Its distinctive head
markings with the orange bill are sure identifiers. They will come quickly to pishing and in many cases
will sing from dense shrubs.
Adult White Crowned Sparrow Bob Jones Park Trail 11-19-2008

The immature White Crown can be a little confusing but after you look at it and mentally transfer the
color black to the russet stripes, it looks just like the adult. The orange bill stands out either way.
Immature White Crowned Sparrow

North Walnut Grove Trail 11-17-2008

For the beginning birder, the White-throated Sparrow can be confused with the White Crown. Both have
these distinctive white head stripes….but the White-throated Sparrow has a clearly visible white throat
and the center head stripe is just a small stripe and not the wide band of the White Crown. Most birds
will show the yellow above the lores. Its song is usually heard before we see it. It is the plaintive “Sam
Peabody, Sam Peabody” with no final trill. It has a definite dark colored bill--no orange at all. Many
years it is more common than the White-throat. This year and last, the White-crown has taken that
honor.
White-throated Sparrow North Walnut Grove Trail 11-27-2008

The surprise of November has been the Eastern or “Red” Fox Sparrow. They have been found in large
numbers on the North Walnut Grove Trail and to a lesser extent on the Quail Creek Trail.
Pishing would bring several at a time.
Fox Sparrows North Walnut Grove Trail 11-27-2008

Once you see one of these beautiful Sparrows, you will easily spot them from that point onward. They
are a distinctive Brown Thrasher russet brown with almost always gray on the head and back of the
neck. They are large sparrows and come readily to pishing.
Fox Sparrow North Walnut Grove Trail 11-27-2008

The other great surprise has been the number of Harris Sparrows. Since 1960 their U.S. population has
declined by almost 70 percent. The area originally protected in Bob Jones Park has been basically made
sterile by park development. The reestablishment of habitat along the North Walnut Grove Trail since
the floods and the western portion of Meadowmere Park that has not been mowed this year, have given
this beautiful Sparrow new habitat. Keeping habitat like this has been tenuous to say the least in our
rapid development. Hopefully, others will help preserve this habitat treasure.
The Harris Sparrow parallels the White-crowned Sparrow in that the first year birds look different from
the adult.
Adult Harris Sparrow Western Meadowmere Park 11-27-2008 (note orange bill)

For whatever ecological reason, the major portion of our population of Harris Sparrows is first year birds
this year. That is an encouraging sign. The shape of the head, along with the ochre coloration with black
chest markings, gives a quick identification.
First year Harris Sparrow North Walnut Grove Trail 11-27-2008

The earliest arriving Sparrow we have is the Lincoln’s Sparrow. It is much more abundant than we
realize. It inhabits the densest of woody shrub areas and stays on or near the ground. I have come
within a footstep of them before they moved. Then they would proceed to move about the underbrush
like I was not there but seldom coming into full view. Even the following photograph was shot through a
number of layers of limbs. Still, the distinctive ID marks are easily visible; the finely streaked breast that
is washed with light ochre, the gray ear patch, its small size, and the habit of raising its head feathers to
look like a little crest.
Lincoln Sparrow Quail Creek Trail 11-12-2008

The dainty Field Sparrow likes to search open areas for dropped seeds. At this time of year, like so many
other Sparrows, it may be found along the trails feasting on the many grasses that have gone to seed.
Here, it is eating the seeds of Purpletop (Tridens flavus).
Field Sparrow Bob Jones Park Trail 11-19-2008

The Field Sparrow is described by some as having a “baby face”. It is a small Sparrow that has a distinct
eye ring that can be seen at a distance. With its gray head and light russet head stripes, it does not show
contrasting lines---more as if its colors were blended.
Field Sparrow North Walnut Grove Trail 11-23-2008

The Song Sparrow that declined so much after the floods prior to last year was back in abundance along
all trails this November. For the beginner, this bird opens a group of birds that includes the Savannah
and Vesper Sparrows that can cause some identification problems. They are all here and can be seen in
the same feeding areas.
The Song Sparrow has bold distinctive moustache marks on each side of its throat. The sides of the face
and the area under the eye are a subtle gray. The black markings coalesce to form a central spot on the
breast. Some books will tell you that the breast mark is a sure sign for identification. It is a help, but it is
not a sure sign. Other birds with black chest stripes can assume postures that will cause the stripes to
form a central spot. Of particular note is that the bill is uniformly dark colored. The Song Sparrow
prefers the dense shrubs adjacent to a weedy feeding area.
Song Sparrow North Walnut Grove Trail 11-17-2008

The Savannah Sparrow also has moustache marks but they are less bold and normally there is no central
breast spot. Note that the bill is normally two toned; i.e., the top park is dark and the bottom is yellow.
It is a difficult field mark to see; but if you can see it, it gives some confidence to your identification. The
areas behind and under the eye are a light tan.

Savannah Sparrow Meadowmere Park 11-26-2008

The Savannah Sparrow was given its name because it spends most of its time in the grasses. It is more
inclined to be in the open grasslands but still is found with the Song Sparrows in low shrubs next to
feeding areas.
Savannah Sparrow as you normally find them North Walnut Grove Trail 11-26-2008

When you “pish” them out of the shrubs like this Button Bush, they will give you that “mother-in-law”
look for disturbing them.

Savannah Sparrow

North Walnut Grove Trail 11-16-2008

In the same habitat as where we find the Savannah Sparrow, we find a less common Sparrow in the
SCWA, the Vesper Sparrow. It is a lighter colored Sparrow but can look very much like the Savannah until
it flies. Its outer tail feathers are white, and it will flash the white as it takes flight—much like a Junco.
Vesper Sparrow West end of Meadowmere Park 11-27-2008

The tenth Sparrow found so far this winter is the Chipping Sparrow. This not very good documentation
photo shows how the Chipping Sparrow looks in adult non-breeding plumage. Many books do not show
this plumage. It is how they look during the first part of winter before they start molting into breeding
plumage--much more boldly marked.

Chipping Sparrow Quail Creek Trail 11-17-2008

A bird that many are still trying to identify as a Sparrow is the American Pipit. It is normally found
exclusively in the SCWA on the sedge flats adjacent to the lake shoreline. This year, they have moved
their feeding areas to include the fields at BJ Park. They seem out of place there but in the mid-west, it is
more representative of their natural habitat. If you look carefully, the proportion is different from a
Sparrow by being more elongated and with a long tail. They are almost always found in flocks of 10-100
birds. The American Pipit is very abundant this year and can be found on almost any day at
Meadowmere Park.
American Pipit Bob Jones Park 11-20-2008

The Dark-eyed Junco is usually one of the first arriving winter birds. This year, I did not see one on the
trails until November 10. Darlene Coleman reported seeing one in her yard a bit earlier. They are
common on all trails; but early in the month, they tend to be concentrated where abundant seed heads
are dropping seeds to the ground. Their flash of white tail feathers in dense brush is almost a sure
identification indicator.
Dark-eyed Junco Quail Creek Trail 11-18-2008

I have always been amazed at how few people are even aware that such bird as the Rufous-sided
Towhee exists. I can still remember the very first one I saw as a child walking the creek banks near
Waco. It impressed me that much! I still get those memories when I see one checking me out at the top
of some dense shrub.
Rufous-sided Towhee (Spotted Towhee Species) North Walnut Grove Trail 11-26-2008

This year the Spotted Towhee is very abundant on every trail. It pays great dividends to learn their call
because most will be located first by their call. They are very secretive and prefer to stay hidden in
dense brush. They will come to a high spot on a nearby bush in response to pishing if you quietly come
into their feeding area. The large numbers this year have given us a look at three possible plumage
scenarios. The first is the full adult male very distinctively marked with rufous, black, and white.
Adult male Spotted Towhee North Walnut Grove Trail 11-17-2008

Where one can get a close look, some males appear to have almost a brownish tint to their back. These
are first year males that have already molted but retained some of their scapular feathers (upper back).
First year male Spotted Towhee Quail Creek Trail 11-12-2008

Seen less frequently is the female Spotted Towhee. She is much more reclusive. Her colors are much
more muted.
Female Spotted Towhee North Walnut Grove Trail 11-27-2008

The American Goldfinch was first heard on November 3 along Quail Creek Trail. It was just a short time
later that the populations began to increase dramatically. By the end Of November, the Goldfinch is
probably the most abundant bird in the SCWA. Some of the first arrivals still had much of their breeding
colors.
Male American Goldfinch Quail Creek Trail 11-3-2008

It would be November 24 before the first Goldfinch arrived at my backyard feeders. It was more of the
common winter plumage we expect.
American Goldfinch Backyard 11-24-2008

The reason for the delay between the first sighted and arriving at the backyard feeders is that they first
feed on natural food sources. This year the abundance of Fluttermill, Purple Top grass, and Boneset has
provided an enormous buffet for incoming Goldfinches.
A flock of American Goldfinches feasting on Fluttermill Quail Creek Trail 11-12-2008

Another bird that seems to be everywhere is the Ruby-crowned Kinglet. It is abundant on all trails as it
feeds on spiders, insects, and their eggs. Even on the coldest of days, this little bundle of energy will be
flitting from limb to limb as if it were some special spring day. The Kinglet almost always will respond to
pishing.
Ruby-crowned Kinglet Quail Creek Trail 11-15-2008

As reported in the October Journal, the House Finch is an abundant resident this year. As a result, they
show up in unexpected places along the trails. Still, a good look shows their deep shade of red that will
grace the cold winter days at our feeders.
House Finch North Walnut Grove Trail 11-8-2008

These Finches, which are not indigenous to our area, tend to have a lot of deformed growths. On the
nature walk on November 11, we saw this red bird with a long beak. First thought would be one of the
very rare (for us) Red or White-winged Crossbills. We were looking directly into the sun and had to
slowly move closer to get a decent look. It was only then that we discovered it to be a House Finch with
a severely deformed beak. It appeared that the bottom portion had broken off. That prevented it from
hitting the upper beak on the end as it would normally eat. The result is that there was no opposing
force to prevent the top piece from becoming extended.
House Finch/deformed beak Quail Creek Trail 11-12-2008

As many of you know, I go to the trouble to keep a Hummingbird feeder up through
Thanksgiving because over the years it has proven to be the time that I get Rufous
Hummingbirds. Some years I get nothing. But others- like this year- bring the beauty of this
northwestern species to the backyard. Actually, I first observed a Rufous on October 28.
The little reward for my efforts has been this bird’s willingness to just make the yard a
temporary home. He has remained the whole month of November which ismuch later than
usual. Even on the freezing night, it was at the feeder by 9:00 AM. Its whole story is a
marvel of nature.

Unlike the Hummingbirds we normally get, the Rufous Hummingbird has pigment in its
feathers (except the gorget). That means the colors we are seeing are not from refracted
and reflected light.

The Hummingbird whether it be Rufous or our regular Ruby-throated and Black-chinned
Hummingbirds, literally goes to sleep at night not knowing whether it will wake in the
morning. As a protection when food is scarce, the temperature drops, or body fat stores are
insufficient, the Rufous goes into a state called torpor. It is a state between being awake and
true hibernation. Their body temperature drops and their metabolic rate slows
dramatically. Unlike other birds, Hummingbirds in torpor must allow their temperature
rise to the norm of 105˚ F and a heart rate of at least 500 beats per minute. For that reason,
on cold days they begin to stir later than other birds.
To have a Rufous Hummingbird greet you on a very cold morning, you cannot but help
being awe-struck at what this tiny piece of God’s creation had endured during the night--going to sleep not knowing if he will wake and then waking as if the new day was the best
ever.
Rufous Hummingbird Backyard 11-19-2008

During the second week of November, I was surprised to have a second Rufous appear. It
stayed only four days and apparently headed farther south for a little more warmth.

Female or Immature Rufous Hummingbird Backyard 11-18-2008

The insect supply for many of the smaller insect eating birds begins to dwindle in
November. As a result, some like the Wrens will show up around backyard feeders. They
are there to ferret out small weevils in the seed debris at the bottom of feeders. Along all
the trails, both species of our common Wrens are in abundance.
Carolina Wren Backyard Feeder 11-11-2008

Bewick’s Wren North Walnut Grove Trail 11-17-2008

Several times each year, people ask me. “I have no birds at my feeders—where have they
gone?” Birds just prefer their natural foods. For them, it is like a candy store opened in the
neighborhood. They simply move to natural areas. The best examples are the Titmice and
Chickadees. They have slowed at feeders but can be found almost in every tree along the
trails. The seed supply is perfect and until we have a hard freeze that causes the seed heads
to fall to the ground, many birds will stay away from our feeders. After the hard freeze, they
begin returning.
Tufted Titmouse eating seeds Quail Creek Trail 11-6-2008

Carolina Chickadee feasting Quail Creek Trail 11-8-2008

When you find Chickadees, Titmice or Ruby-crowned Kinglets, always check for our
wintering Warblers. The Yellow-rumped Warbler is not a seed eater but will follow the
others thinking they may have found a food source. The Yellow-rumped Warbler will
nearly always be found high in the trees where it will forage along the limbs looking for
insects.
Yellow-rumped Warbler Bob Jones Trail 11-19-2008

If it is found sitting, the pattern of streaking on the breast is a quick identification mark. It is
almost as good as the yellow rump that appears when it is flying away from you.

Yellow-rumped Warbler BJ Park Trail 11-12-2008

Where the Yellow-rumped Warbler normally is in the upper part of trees, the Orangecrowned Warbler is found more often near the ground in shrubs. This dainty warbler will
be with us all winter and will come to suet feeders.
Orange-crowned Warbler North Walnut Grove Trail 11-8-2008 (Note that the orange
crown is seldom seen—here a portion is almost showing.)

Ray L. Chancellor

(CONTINUED IN PART III)
Please be reminded that I and all of the people contributing pictures to the Southlake Cove Ecosystem
Journal do so as a courtesy and as an educational tool for the Southlake Ornithological Society. The
photos remain the property of the individual and are copyrighted by the individual owners. Please do not
use photos without the permission of the owners.

