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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 V. 

Tryngiles subruficollis, BUFF-BREASTED SANDPIPER. 
(Plate 7.) 

THIS is a remarkable Sandpiper from many view-points. Like 
the American Golden Plover and the Eskimo Curlew it used 
to exist in millions and was slaughtered in uncountable 
numbers. To-day there are many widely travelled collectors 
who have never in their lives met with it. After extensive 
enquiries I can discover only one spot on the continent besides 
our Point on which migrating Buff-breasted Sandpipers may 
be relied upon to turn up in any numbers. We get it in 
hundreds every spring and, roughly speaking, it frequents 
only one field. Odd birds or moving flocks may be noted 
elsewhere from time to time, but on the rough pasture that 
forms the main body of the Point this species arrives with 
unfailing regularity within a day or two of the 18th of May. 
Like the Golden Plover it seems to migrate by night, for at 
daybreak there may be hundreds in place of the few or none 
at all of the previous evening. We have therefore been 
exceptionally fortunate in being able to get observations on 
the habits of this Sandpiper on its spring migration. In the 
fall—late August and September—it is far less abundant and 
we have taken only juveniles and seldom seen them in flocks. 
On August 3rd, 1925, in paying a flying visit to the Point, 
I noted five Buff-breasts together. They looked to me like 
adults but I was unable to secure one. It is therefore probable 
that the adults come through the Province, but, as is customary 
with waders, ahead of the young. 

The species is now so scarce that it is impossible to compute 
its migration routes from recent records, but its nocturnal 
arrival at, and departure from, the Point in large batches, 
together with the very few records of its occurrence elsewhere 
and its ever excessive fatness, suggest that it covers long stages 
at a time. 

The Buff-breasted Sandpiper, like Bartram's, is a Plover in 
its ways and habits rather than a Sandpiper. Even in its 
coloration it differs radically from the Common Sandpipers. 
It is extraordinarily tame and confiding at times. When the 
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mood seizes it, one could without difficulty wipe out every 
bird of a flock provided one killed or wounded one with the 
first shot. The remainder will return again and again to a 
wounded bird. The noise of the gun seems to have little 
more than momentary effect. 

Owing to the muddy tone of their plumage these birds are 
exceptionally difficult to see on the type of ground that they 
so habitually frequent. One can easily walk into a flock 
without knowing it till the birds get up almost under foot. 
This is made the easier by their habit of " freezing." They 
stand immobile on being approached, not necessarily crouching, 
generally the very reverse, but without movement they 
readily enough escape observation. If they start moving as 
one gets nearer, it is always on the run. They then carry 
their necks " craned," scatter widely, and zig-zag hither and 
thither rather after the manner of Partridges, of which they 
frequently remind one. 

A flock will seldom rise in unison, but the nearer birds will 
merely fly over and settle on the remote side of the further ones. 
Even when Buff-breasts are amongst Sandpipers such as 
Baird's, Semi-palmateds, etc., five times out of ten they will 
remain on the spot if the others'are scared up. A really large 
flock is rare. We estimated the number of Buff-breasts on 
a few acres of grass one morning at about 2,000 and we spent 
several hours in trying to photograph them. They were 
scattered in clumps in all directions. Although we walked 
through them from one end to the other more than once, thus 
tending to herd them, the largest number we were able to put 
up together was about 150 (Fig. 14). This constitutes the 
largest flock we have ever seen. The typical loose association 
is evident in the photograph. The birds merely flew round 
and settled again in the vicinity. 

On windy days, these, like other waders, become exceedingly 
restless and impossible to approach. They then perform the 
most remarkable gyrations, always but a few feet above the 
ground, and seldom rising and falling vertically as do so many 
others. They attain great speed and keep in close formation, 
moving in absolute unison. As such a flock turns in the 
sunlight there can be no possible error as to identity, for the 
whole mass looks yellowish. A single bird, in favourable 
light, may also give one the impression of being yellow. The 
absence of white margins and black centre to the rump, and 
hence the lack of contrast in this region, I have found to be 
the most useful diagnostic character in the field. The wing 
patch (see Pt. IV.) is also valuable. The extraordinarily 



FIG. 1 4 . BUFF-BREASTED SANDPIPER. A FLOCK AWING. 

(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 
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rounded head seen in silhouette against the sun or in bad light 
at reasonable range has more than once proved useful. The 
note is always diagnostic : 

" tik tik." 

I know no other bird that can become so disgustingly fat 
as the Buff-breast. Holes made by shot pellets that do not 
penetrate sufficiently to draw blood, ooze oil, which runs over 
the feathers and makes the bird so messy that it has to be 
cleaned after skinning. In addition to this it bleeds very 
freely. I should say that on the average only about one bird 
out of every five shot can be made up without the necessity of 
extensive cleaning. 

There is one feature of the Buff-breasts on the Point that 
merits mention—the marked preponderance of males over 
females. As with the Pectoral, there is a great disparity in 
size between the sexes, the males being by far the larger. 
They can therefore be distinguished in life. Since the sexes 
travel together the comparison is a fair one. The birds 
secured by myself and various collectors on visit, all taken 
more or less at random over a period of four years, have 
worked out at about five males to two females. It is possible 
that this fact accounts for the slow rate of recovery of the 
species. But we have noted a constant excess of males also 
amongst Grey Plovers and to a lesser extent amongst Goldens, 
while the excess of males in breeding Bartram's in the south 
of the Province has already been commented upon. 

I am indebted to the Biological Survey at Washington for 
kindly analyzing the contents of seventeen stomachs, spring 
taken. Roughly 40 per cent, consisted of Coleoptera, adults 
and larva, and 50 per cent, of Diptera, chiefly larva and pupae. 
Seeds of Polygonum, Potamogeton and Eleocharis were present 
to the extent of 1 per cent. The rest consisted of spider and 
insect remains. I shall be glad to send a detailed list to 
anyone who mav be interested. 

There only remains to give an account of the display of the 
Buff-breasted Sandpiper. Nelson, in his Report upon Natural 
History Collections made in Alaska (Washington, 1887), has 
described Murdoch's observations obtained on the nesting-
grounds. These are not detailed, but in the account he refers 
to two birds sparring and then rising in the air to about thirty 
feet before drifting apart. This episode we have not witnessed, 
nor anything comparable with it. 
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As we have noted it annually, there are several distinct 
stages to the display, but the males do not appear to be 
concerned in the least with the females at any time. Nor 
have I ever seen a female take the slightest notice of any of the 
displays. Nelson comments on the fact that Murdoch 
frequently saw solitary males displaying, yet he was observing 
them on the actual breeding-grounds. 

Probably the most frequent performance is the raising of 
one wing only (either one), but this has various phases. A, the 
wing is spread and held steadily for a few moments with the 
primaries horizontal (Fig. 15, A) and is then closed again. 
B, the wing is spread with the primaries nearly perpendicular 
and waved round in an ellipse, the bird standing still. 
C, the wing is spread while the bird runs round in circles. 
D, the wing is held aloft while the owner runs after another 
bird, always, so far as I have seen, another male, which 
instantly raises one wing also and starts zig-zagging through 
the grass, the first bird giving chase. They may thus cover 
many yards before one suddenly collapses his wing and halts, 
the second immediately following suit. All these single-wing 
performances seem to be carried out in silence. 

Both wings together are used for another set of actions. 
E, the wings are raised similarly to a bird alighting on or 
arising from the ground, the body horizontal. In this attitude 
one bird sometimes chases another. F is a double version of 
B, both wings being raised high and waved round and round 
(Fig. 15, F). G, both wings are spread, under-surfaces 
forward, primaries horizontal, after the manner of the Ameri
can Eagle, the body being almost perpendicular (Fig. 15, 
Gi and Gz). This may be accompanied by a rapid 

\_» V_/ \-> 

" tick tick tick " 

many times repeated. Two birds may do it simultaneously 
standing opposite to each other with the tips of the wings 
practically touching. H is the most characteristic of all and 
the most amusing to watch. Both wings are raised with the 
under-surfaces facing to the front as in G but with the prim
aries perpendicular, tips practically touching each other over 
the bird's head (Fig. 15, H.) The body is held absolutely 
vertical and the legs stretched to capacity (I am not sure that 
the birds do not stand partially on tip-toe), tail cocked out 
horizontally behind, while the individual " ticks " at top 
speed for about a second. Each " tick " is accompanied with 
a rapid jerk of the whole body. The bird then relaxes 



FIG. 1 5 . — P H A S E S IN DISPLAY OF BUFF-BREASTED SANDPIPER. 

{Photographed by W. Rowan.) 
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momentarily, turns through an angle of 40 to 50 degrees, 
repeats the performance to a fresh audience (if there is one, 
for I have seen isolated birds doing this), relaxes to switch 
round again, and so on perhaps half a dozen times. This may 
also be done simultaneously by two birds, face to face and 
standing so close that the wing tips appear to touch over 
their heads. It may then be repeated without any change of 
direction in the intervals. But it always seems to be done in 
spasms. Display is evidently infectious, particularly in fine 
weather, for no sooner does one start than a dozen may be at 
it in a moment. But it is curious to see a bird suddenly stop 
in its hunt for food in order to go through one of these acts 
and then proceed as though it never had anything else in 
mind, particularly if it is by itself. It seems so irrational. 
Occasional bickering occurs, but we have never seen serious 
fights or even suggestion of anything serious. 

There are probably few birds that use the spread wing so 
consistently in display, but there is surely no other bird with 
a wing so incomparably beautiful as that of the Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper. 

My photographs have suffered from poor light and from 
the difficulty of focussing fast and accurately with a 4.5 lens 
on a mud-coloured object sitting on mud. The reproductions 
herewith are of course from enlargements, in which the 
fuzziness is increased. 
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B U F F - B R E A S T E D SANDPIPER. SPOTTED SANDPIPER. 
Adult male, May. Adult, May. 

Nat. size. 
Copyright by W. Rowan. 
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