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NOTES ON ALBERTA WADERS INCLUDED IN 
THE BRITISH LIST. 

BY 

WILLIAM ROWAN M.SC. F.Z.S., M.B.O.U. 

PART IV. 

SANDPIPERS. 
(Plates 5 and 6.) 

Calidris minutilla, AMERICAN STINT (A.O.U. Check-List, 
Least Sandpiper). 

C. maculata, AMERICAN PECTORAL SANDPIPER. 

C. bairdii, BAIRD'S SANDPIPER. 

C. fuscicollis, BONAPARTE'S SANDPIPER {A.O.U. Check-List, 
White-rumped Sandpiper). 

(Calidris, A.O.U. Check-List, Pisobia). 
Tryngites subruficollis, BUFF-BREASTED SANDPIPER. 

Ereunetes pusillus, SEMI-PALMATED SANDPIPER. 
SINCE about the above six species there is "so much of a 
muchness " that confusion generally reigns in trying to tell 
one from the other, it would seem well to consider them to
gether. 

Theoretically, both the Buff-breasted and Bonaparte's 
Sandpipers should be easily distinguishable in the field, the 
former on account of its buff colour, the latter by virtue of 
its white rump. Occasions when this cannot be seen must be 
rare and I should imagine there is only one bird that can well 
be confounded with the Bonaparte—the Curlew-Sandpiper in 
winter plumage. The ordinary note is characteristic, but 
that merely enables one to detect the presence of the bird in 
a mixed flock. It does not help one to recognize it as an 
individual in a crowd. The note, described by Nichols in 
the Practical Handbook and in his " Limicoline Voices " (Auk, 
1920) as " jeet," sounds to me more like 

" tzeet," 
but whichever is the more correct, there is no other wader 
that I am familiar with that produces anything like it. 
Harrold very aptly compares it with an exaggerated bat's 
squeak. This species has another note that I at first took 
to be diagnostic, a soft and very musical bubbling uttered in 
flight, not unlike the soft whinnying of feeding Sanderlings ; 
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but in 1924 I heard several birds of some other species (pro
bably Semi-palmated Sandpipers) produce a call so similar 
that they seem to me to be inseparable. The sounds came 
from a mixed flock of some 200 Baird's, Semi-palmated and 

Fig. 11. BONAPARTE'S SANDPIPER (Calidris fuscicollis). 

Adult, May. Life size. 

(Copyright by W. Rowan.) 

Least Sandpipers, as it passed me in full flight and close 
formation. But there were no Bonaparte's in it. 

I have no notes on the calls of the Pectoral, Baird's, 
Semi-palmated or Least Sandpipers worth reproducing. 
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The last is always recognizable and sounds rather like 

" greet," 

but the first three have call-notes so alike that it would be 
difficult to describe them separately. They are all of the 
same order as the Dunlin's with some slight but characteristic 
variation. The spring note of the Buff-breast on the other 
hand is the most unusual and diagnostic wader note that I 
know. The only thing it reminds me of is the song of the 
Short-billed Marsh Wren (Cistothorus stellaris), which produces 
a very excellent imitation of two stones being chipped together. 
The note of the Buff-breast has the same quality about it, but 
instead of being loud and clear, it is quiet and very short and 
might be described as 

"tik." 
This species, however, is rather silent. I call this the spring 
note, but perhaps it should more correctly be termed the 
adult note, for we have not a single good record of an adult 
in the autumn, wherefore I am only familiar with young at 
this season. Like some other waders {e.g. Willet), birds of 
the year have a very different call or calls from spring adults. 
In the case of the Buff-breast the note of the young is so like 
the Pectoral's—Harrold considers it shorter and less harsh— 
that, although distinguishable in the field, it can hardly be 
described adequately by itself. 

As to distinguishing the birds in life. This is quite easy 
after one has seen many thousands of them, but it is remark
ably hard to explain in so many words how it is done. It 
seems to me that if we did not have Baird's Sandpiper to 
confuse us, other members of this group would be very much 
easier to recognize. But Baird's Sandpiper forms an inter
mediate link between the female Pectoral and the Semi-
palmated and has a back almost identical with the Buff-
breast's and is but little inferior in size, in fact it may be as 
large as a female Buff-breast. And about the Baird, unfor
tunately, there is nothing characteristic. To my mind this 
bird and the Semi-palmated are the most easily confounded, 
though I do not think everybody would agree with me. The 
former looks smaller in life than it actually is and the latter 
larger. As they impress themselves on me the American 
Stint or Least Sandpiper is sufficiently small to be easily 
spotted by size alone. It is appreciably smaller than the 
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Little Stint, whereas the Semi-palmated is about the same 
size. There is not much difference in size of made-up skins, 
but in life there is a great deal. The slender bill of the 
American Stint is a useful character for it is more readily and 

Fig. 12. AMERICAN PECTORAL SANDPIPER (Calidris maculata). 
Adult male, May. Life size. 

{Copyright by W. Rowan.) 

much more frequently en view than are the legs which are 
pale instead of dark as in the Semi-palmated. The American 
Stint, moreover, has a distinctive streaky pattern on the back, 
very similar to the Pectoral's and Little Stint's. 
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In skins there is a great difference in size between Baird's 
and the Semi-palmated Sandpipers. In life it is not so 
apparent. Perhaps the reason is that Baird's is about the 
size of many other waders and one does not lay the stress on 
size that one does with the American Stint which comes at 
the end of the scale. Yet the Semi-palmated, apart from 
its heavy and rather stumpy bill, has a characteristic feature 
which stands out quite clearly to my eyes. I have tried to 
indicate it in the sketch of this group of birds (Plate 6). It 
appears to have an almost white half-collar running from the 
bill backwards to behind the ear-coverts and this can be seen 
in all plumages. What accounts tor this appearance it is 
difficult to say, but neither the American Stint nor Baird's 
Sandpiper exhibit it. Brooks (Condor, 1924) has pointed out 
the similarity between the Buff-breast and Baird's, and also 
the differences. Personally, except that their backs are very 
alike, I cannot see that they should be as easily confused as 
Brooks suggests. I do not agree that their carriage is similar. 
Baird's Sandpiper is one of those satisfied little individuals, 
like the Sanderling and Semi-palmated, that barely bothers to 
get out of the road of persons on foot, except under certain 
weather conditions. It always presents a cosy, dumpy 
appearance, head tucked well in (Plate 6). The Buff-
breasted Sandpiper, on the other hand, is extraordinarily like 
a Plover in carriage and poise, and, though excessively tame, 
always sticks its head in the air when approached.* In this 
respect it closely resembles the Pectoral, which Brooks justly 
maintains should never be confounded either with Baird's 
or the Buff-breasted. However, I should point out that 
Brooks's observations have been mostly made on single Buff-
breasts, for it is a very rare Sandpiper indeed, and under such 
circumstances it may behave differently from those in which 
I have mainly noted it, in flocks of scores, sometimes hundreds. 
Nevertheless, in the fall we get the species usually one at a 
time, but its general alertness has struck me even then. 
While the pattern on the backs of these two birds is very 
similar, there are some differences worth pointing out. The 
Buff-breasted has a much paler crown than Baird's and the 
rump lacks the clear-cut white sides and almost black centre 
of Baird's. Legs are seldom of practical value in the field 
amongst waders, but, when available for inspection, the 

* Wetmore (" Observations on the Birds of Argentina, Paraguay, 
Uruguay, and Chile," Washington, 1926, p . 158) says of the Buff-
breasted Sandpiper, " O n the ground in profile, they show a long neck 
and long legs, while the short bill is suggestive of that of a pigeon." 
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yellow of those of the Buff-breasted and the black of Baird's 
are useful marks. The white throat and pale eye-stripe of 
Baird's are moreover entirely wanting in the Buff-breasted. 
The white bases of the primaries and secondaries in the Buff-
breast produce, as Harrold first pointed out to me, a most 
characteristic wing-pattern when the bird is in flight and seen 
under favourable conditions. It is not a wing-bar, but a 
sort of island of white surrounded by dark. This added to 
the rump appearance makes the Buff-breasted really 
unmistakable. 

As to the Pectoral Sandpiper, it has such a pronouncedly 
striped pattern on the back—rather reminiscent of a Snipe— 
especially in juvenile plumage, that it can readily be told from 
anything else. If seen from the side or front, the very abrupt 
line where the dark breast ceases is diagnostic in all plumages. 
A well-marked Baird may look very similar in this respect 
however. But its washed-out colouring and conspicuous 
checkering on the back in place of stripes give the show away 
without fail. The Semi-palmated has a somewhat similar 
arrangement but does not look so faded in its pale parts 
and has the checks somewhat less distinct (Plate 6). 

As to the migration dates of these waders, the Buff-breasted 
is to be dealt with separately; Bonaparte's is probably 
regular in the spring, but scarce, and does not appear till the 
last week of May and lingers into June. We have not a single 
fall record of it. Baird's Sandpiper is extremely abundant 
in the middle of May. It has usually gone by the 24th. In 
the autumn it reaches its maximum abundance during early 
September, but we have records of it for every month from 
April to November inclusive. The American Stint is never 
very abundant, the Semi-palmated exceedingly so. Their 
main migrations occur later both in the spring and autumn 
than Baird's. Pectorals have the same general dates. On 
account of the very great difference in size of the sexes of this 
species they can easily be distinguished in life. It is therefore 
worth noting that the males arrive as much as two weeks 
ahead of the females in the spring. Whether they leave any 
earlier is a difficult point to decide since their dates overlap, 
but some males are here as late as the last females and the 
later flocks are all mixed. In the autumn, adults are here in 
the beginning of August; young do not arrive till after the 
middle of the month. Our latest date is October 21st. This 
species is irregular in its dates, however, and erratic in 
numbers, varying from a few to thousands. 

With the exception of the Buff-breasted Sandpiper, all the 
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birds of this group are birds of the muds and shore-line. But 
all, except Bonaparte's, have been noted feeding high and dry 
on rough pasture, the Pectorals more often than the others. 
The last, the only ones of the group besides the Buff-breasted 
constantly to carry the neck extended, frequently remind one 
of Snipe in their manner of getting up when one approaches 
too closely. They always call on rising and incline to zig-zag 
as they leave. The flocks scatter more than the other species 
(the American Stint is inclined to do the same thing) and 
birds are apt to get up singly. 

F i g . 13 . SEMI-PALMATED SANDPIPERS AND YELLOWSHANKS. 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

From May 18th onwards in 1925 we saw Semi-palmated 
Sandpipers displaying. Some of the performers were 
collected. All were males. Nelson (Natural History Collec
tions made in Alaska) has given an account of the love display 
of Ereunetes mauri, but I can find no record of that of E. 
pusillus having been previously witnessed. It is, however, 
exactly like the display described by Nelson for mauri, but 
we saw no song-flight as described by him. As we saw the 
display, it was no doubt incomplete. It consisted of (a) males 
in pairs fighting, not seriously, but merely running at each 
other with wings raised and (b) males running along with their 
wings drooping, tail raised and partially fanned, and whinny
ing. The whinny sounded very like the Sanderling's. The 
birds were always so thick when seen displaying that it was 
impossible to tell if the display was directed at or towards any 
other bird or not. A number would mostly be at it simul
taneously. 
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We frequently get very violent gales of short duration in 
this part of the Province, particularly as a prelude to a 
thunderstorm. During such gales collecting becomes very 
difficult on account of the behaviour of the birds. They get 
so restless that it is quite impossible to approach them. They 
are not more nervous or wilder than usual but excessively 
restless, for if one stands still on a given spot, flock after flock 
will come by at close range or feed for a minute within a few 
feet of one, but they never stay still and it is impossible to 
inspect them for rarities. If one spots one in flight, one dare 
not shoot for fear of killing fifty or sixty others with the same 
shot. Collecting can thus become very tantalizing. When 
feeding, the birds—all the small waders behave similarly— 
fly up the coast into the WUKL spread out along a favoured 
stretch of drift and foam, drop down tentatively and feed for 
a minute or two, and then suddenly go off again, still into the 
wind, to repeat the manoeuvre again further up. 

On May 23rd, 1926, in a howling gale with the ther
mometer a couple of degrees above freezing, at the very height 
of the migration, we had the rare treat of seeing flocks of 
shore birds, some of which numbered thousands of individuals 
and included at least twenty-one certainly identified species 
(others were no doubt missed) in incessant motion all around 
us. The air was literally full of waders. Until one has 
witnessed such a scene one cannot appreciate its impressive-
ness. 

The following description of a downy Semi-palmated Sand
piper is taken from a skin collected in Alaska (Bering Sea, 
Hooper Baj?) and kindly lent me by Mr. H. B. Conover of 
Chicago. (For illustration see Part. VI.) 

Fore-head white with blackish line bisecting hinder portion; 
crown mottled black and tawny and dotted with irregular 
tufts of white ; nape black tufted with white ; short black-
brown line from lores nearly to eye bifurcating posteriorly, 
and another from base of mandibles (this is also present in a 
skin of downy Calidris maculata from the same source : it is 
not mentioned in the description in the Practical Handbook 
and is probably a variable feature in both species); remaining 
upper-parts mottled black and tawny with irregular tufts of 
white tending to be arranged in transverse rows (?) on the 
back; chin white ; throat and cheeks suffused buffish ; 
remaining under-parts white. 

"Bill horn ; legs flesh-grey ; iris brown ; June 28th, 1924, 
about forty-eight hours old." 
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Left: American St int , Juvenile, August. C e n t r e : Ba i rd ' s Sandpiper, 
Juvenile, August. Right : Semi-palmated Sandpiper , Juvenile, 

August. All nat . sizes. 
Copyright by W. Rowan. 
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SANDPIPERS. 
Foreground; left to right (1) Male; {21 Female Pectoral ; (3) Semi-palmated Sandpiper; (4) Baird 's ; 
(5) American Stint. All adults, May. Flying : left to right; (1) BonapartVs ; (2) Applicable to Pectoral, Baird's, 

Semi-palmated and American St int ; (3) Buff-breasted Sandpiper; (4) Semi-palmated Plover. 
Copyright by W. Rowan. 
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