
Savannah Sparrow: new to the 
Western Palearctic S.J. Broyd 

At 06.08 GMT on 11 th April 1982, at Portland Bill, Dorset, Gary Edwards 
saw a small bird land about 15m away. Although he and three other 

observers watched it for about one minute down to 2y2m or so before it 
disappeared beneath a rock, none was able to identify the species. About 12 
minutes later, a group of observers which included Keith L. Fox and Ron 
King noticed a small, streaky passerine on some nearby rocks. Their views 
were brief, as the bird quickly disappeared. Some suggested that it was a 
Little Bunting Emberiza pusilla, and others that it was a strange-looking 
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis, but the presence of yellow about the super-
cilium prevented specific identification. A search of the immediate area 
revealed only a female Yellowhammer E. citrinella, and the mystery bird 
was soon forgotten. 

Later that afternoon, I was searching for migrants along the east cliffs of 
the Portland Bird Observatory recording area when I noticed a small, 
streaky bird feeding in the short grass at the cliff-edge. It was half obscured, 
so I approached closer; as I did, it turned towards me, revealing its small 
triangular bill and very noticeable yellow supercilium. Its boldly streaked 
underparts and pink legs helped me to identify it as a Savannah Sparrow 
Ammodramus sandwichensis, a species I had seen commonly in North America. 
I quickly attracted the attention of my wife and J . Tilbrook, who were close 
by. As soon as it was clear that the sparrow was settled in the one area, I 
hurriedly returned to the observatory to alert others, A small crowd quickly 
gathered, including RK, who felt fairly sure that the sparrow was the bird 
he had seen earlier that morning at the Bill. 

During the course of the afternoon, I took the following field notes: 
SIZE AND STRUCTURE Smaller than accom- the tip of the longest extending only just 
panying Rock Pipits Anthus spinoletta, seeming beyond the tip of the longest tertial. The head 
closer to Little Bunting in size. The notched and its triangular bill were small, 
tail looked shorter than that of Little 
Bunting, and the legs slightly longer. The tail 
was shorter than the total wing length. Five PLUMAGE Head Supercilium yellow, 
primary tips were visible on the closed wing, extending from base of bill to well beyond the 
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648 Savannah Sparrow: new to the Western Palearctic 
eye, narrowing and suffusing to creamy white rear edge. The upper border formed an eye-
towards the nape. Lateral crown-stripes stripe, which became more prominent be-
brown with finer dark brown streaks, con- hind the eye, and the lower formed a 
trasting with a fine pale straw-coloured moustachial stripe beginning at the base of 
median crown-stripe, which also showed a the bill and ending at the nape. Submous-
few fine darker fieckings. Median crown- tachial stripe white, contrasting with a dark 
stripe most noticeable when viewed head-on. brown malar stripe, which was thin at the 
Nape greyish-straw with very fine greyish- base of the bill but widened to form a 
brown flecking. Lores and ear-coverts triangular area at side of throat. Throat and 
greyish-straw, bordered by thin dark brown chin white. Underparts White, with bold 
lines above and below, which did not meet at brownish-black streaking radiating out from 

307. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (John Marchant) 

308. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (John Marchant) 

309. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus 
sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (R. H. Hogg) 
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malar stripes to form distinct gorget across 
breast. Two broad streaks stretched the 
length of the flanks and were noticeably more 
brown. Belly, vent and undertail-coverts 
unmarked. Wings Median coverts brown 
with buffy fringes and off-white tips. Greater 
coverts similar. Both sets of tips formed 
pencil-thin wingbars, detectable only at close 
range. Primaries and secondaries brownish. 
Tertials dark brown with pale buff fringes. 
Upperparts Mantle and scapulars brownish-

grey, with two very noticeable off-white 
'braces' running parallel towards the rump. 
Both braces edged brown, adding to their 
prominence. Rump greyish-brown with 
darker brown streaks. Tail brown, light at 
base, darker towards tip. 
BARE PARTS Eye dark and beady, with thin 
yellow eye-ring. Bill dark horn on upper 
mandible with pink lower edge; entirely pink 
on lower mandible. Legs pink, but looked 
orange in some lights. 

The sparrow remained in the area until 16th April, during which time it 
was watched by several hundred observers. On 12th April, it was trapped 
and ringed by M. Rogers, who took the following description in the hand: 
PLUMAGE Crown grey-brown with sepia 
feather centres, ill-defined off-white central 
crown-stripe. Supercilium lemon-yellow, the 
yellow coloration extending from above 
nostrils to 3 mm behind eye, thereafter be
coming off-white, broadening and extending 
almost to nape. Lores and ear-coverts light 
brown with a dark chestnut spot at rear. 
Moustachial stripe dark brown, extending to 
border the ear-coverts. Submoustachial 
stripe white. Nape and upper back medium-
brown with darker feather centres, one row of 
white feathers producing a short white stripe 

on each side of back, the feathers to the 
outside of this stripe having much darker 
centres than rest of back. Rump light brown 
with dark feather centres, uppertail-coverts 
lighter than rump. Tail as rump, central 
feathers fairly worn, outer tail feather light 
fawn. Primaries, secondaries and tertials 
light ginger-brown, tertials being very dark-
centred. Lesser coverts brown, tinged olive-
green; median coverts brown, tipped 
fawn, forming a light wingbar; greater 
coverts ginger-brown with darker centres. 
Primary coverts as primaries. Chin white, 

310. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (S. G. D. Cook) 

[The inclusion of plate 310 has been subsidised by a generous donation from the estate of the late 
Miss Violet Maxse. EDS] 
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bordered with dense gorget of brown streaks 8th —10mm, 9th —13mm; 1st 6mm shorter 
extending to upper belly and along flanks, than primary coverts. 3rd to 6th primaries 
Belly white. Undertail-eoverts white with emarginated on outer web. 
light brown centres, underwing silver-
brown, axillaries very pale brown. 
BARE PARTS Upper mandible steel-grey with 
pink cutting edge, lower mandible pink. Iris 
dark brown, pupil black, orbital ring pale 
yellow. Legs and leet pink (flesh). 

MEASUREMENTS Wing 80mm. Tail 61 mm, 
depth of tail notch 13mm. Bill (to skull) 
14mm. Tarsus 24mm. Hindclaw 8mm. 
Weight 26.7 g at 15.00 GMT on 12th April; 
when retrapped at 16.00 hours on 16th April, 
its weight had increased by 4.3g, to 31.Og, 

WING FORMULA 3rd, 4th and 5th primaries proving its ability to adapt to its diet of small 
equal, 2nd — 2mm, 6th —2mm, 7th —8mm, flies. 

Throughout its stay, the sparrow remained very confiding, which 
enabled close study. It ran about actively in search of food, in a similar 
manner to that of the resident Rock Pipits, and even established a small 
territory, which it defended with short bursts of song delivered from the top 
of large limestone blocks, under which it roosted at night. P.J . Grant noted 
this song as a two-second, buzzy 'tit-tit-titti seee seee', with the penultimate 
syllable up-slurred and the final one down-slurred. 

Racial diagnosis 
T h e Savannah Sparrow has many subspecies. Colour-forms range from 
dark brown to light grey. The race known as the 'Ipswich Sparrow' ,4. s. 
princeps (formerly considered a separate species) is the largest, and the 
Portland bird's measurements fall within those of this race. Confirmation of 
this is provided by the following extract and table from a letter to MR from 
Professor J . D. Rising of the University of Ontario: 
'I compared the measurements of your bird with those from lour different localities from 
eastern Canada. I have similar measurements from several different localities from throughout 
North America, but, in general, I know that there is little size variation east of the Rocky 
Mountains except that the Sable Island birds are large. So these localities are characteristic. 

311. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramussandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 ((A.J. Croucher) 
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312. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus stmdwithensis, Dorset, April 1982 (David Al. Collridgr) 

314. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (D. Hughes) 

313. Below left, Savannah Sparrow 
Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 

(S. G. D. Cook) 
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315. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis, Dorset, April 1982 (R. H. Hogg) 

The measurements are from study skins, and the specimens were prepared in a way that makes 
it impossible to take a bill to skull measurement comparable with yours. I selected Sable Island 
for the reasons stated above, and Halifax (even though the samples from there are not large) as 
the nearest mainland population. 'River John' is a large sample from northern Nova Scotia, on 
the coast of Northumberland Strait, which separates Prince Edward Island from Nova Scotia. 
River John is about 20 miles [32 km] west of Pictou or New Glasgow. Wallaceburg is in what is 
called S.W. Ontario. Your measurement of 80 mm for the wing length is larger than that of any 
Savannah Sparrow from these localities, except for males from Sable Island (their average is 
77.8mm and wings of 80mm are not unusual). Note that my specimens were measured 
somewhat later in the season and would be slightly more worn. Tail length of 61 mm is, again, 
out of range for all but males from Sable Island, but not unusual for that population. Tarsus 
length of 24mm is larger than any I have. Clearly, I think, we have measured these differently 
(or perhaps I get post-mortem shrinkage); nevertheless, long tarsus (and this clearly is a long 
tarsus) is consistent with Sable Island. Hind claw of 8 mm is within the range of River John and 
Wallaceburg, but close to the average for males from Sable Island. 

'There is generally a lot of variation in weights, though little variation in the way they are 
taken. The weights that you give are quite high for a Savannah Sparrow (see table) and I think 
clearly preclude the possibility that your bird is anything other than an Ipswich Sparrow. I 
think that there is no doubt but that your bird is from the Sable Island population. 
Furthermore it could be argued strongly that it is in all probability a male from that 
population.' 

In the field, the race princeps may sometimes be difficult to distinguish, 
but it is generally larger and greyer than other subspecies of Savannah 
Sparrow. Its legs are long and, according to Robbins et al. (1966), it prefers 
to walk rather than hop. The Portland bird certainly had long legs and was 
often seen striding through the grass. 

[The inclusion of plate 315 has been subsidised by ZEISS West Germany] 
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Table 1. Measurements and weights of Savannah Sparrows Ammodramus sandwichensis 

(supplied by Professor J. D. Rising in litt.) compared with Portland individual 

Locality 

WING LENGTH 

Sable Is 

Halifax 

River John 

Wallaceburg, Ont 

TAIL LENGTH 

Sable Is 

Halifax 

River John 

Wallaceburg 

TARSUS 

Sable Is 

Halifax 

River John 

Wallaceburg 

HIND CLAW 

Sable Is 

Halifax 

River John 

Wallaceburg 

WEIGHT 

Sable Is 

Halifax 

River John 

Wallaceburg 

Sex 

6" 
9 

6* 
9 

6 
9 

.6 
9 

6 
9 
S 
9 
6 
9 
6 
9 

6 
9 
6 
9 
6 
9 

9 

6 
9 
i 
9 
6 
9 
6 
9 

6 
9 
(J 
9 

9 
3 
9 

No. 

23 
15 
12 
15 
30 
21 
40 
15 

23 
13 
12 
14 

28 
18 
37 
9 

21 
12 
10 
13 
23 
18 
37 
12 

21 
15 
11 

15 

27 
20 
38 
14 

25 
16 
12 
15 
31 
22 
41 
14 

Mean 

77.8 
73.1 
69.6 
65.8 
70.2 
66.2 
68.5 
64.0 

59.3 
56.0 

53.2 
49.8 
53.4 
50.0 
52.4 
49.3 

22.6 
21.9 
21.2 
20.3 
20.6 
20.2 
20.1 
20.0 

7.8 
7.4 

7.0 
7.0 

6.9 
7.3 
7.4 
7.0 

27.9 
26.1 
21.0 
19.1 
20.0 
18.9 
19.8 
18.9 

Range 

73.3-83.4 
68.7-76.9 
65.8-71.7 
62.4-68.9 
66.6-74.8 
62.9-69.7 
64.7-72.7 
61.6-66.4 

56.1-63.0 
51.0-58.6 
49.1-58.6 
47.2-52.8 
50.0-56.5 
46.2-52.0 
48.6-56.1 
47.9-50.6 

21.7-23.5 
21.4-22.9 
20.6-21.8 
19.7-21.4 
18.7-22.0 
18.2-21.5 
18.3-22.3 
19.2-20.5 

6.9-8.8 
6.8-8.4 

6.4-7.6 
6.2-7.8 

6.2-8.0 
6.4-8.2 
6.2-8.6 
5.7-8.0 

21.0-32.5 
22.4-31.5 

18.5-23.2 
17.5-20.6 
17.4-22.5 
16.0-22.5 
16.9-23.6 
16.5-22.2 

Date of collection 

late May 
late May 
late May 
late May 
late June 
late June 
late May/early June 
late May/early June 

late May 
late May 
late May 
late May 
late June 
late June 
late May/early June 
late May/early June 

Portland bird 

80 mm 

61 mm 

24 mm 

8 mm 

26.7-31.0 g 
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Fur ther confirmation that the Portland individual belonged to the race 
princeps was provided by Professor Ian A. McLaren of Dalhouse University, 
Halifax, Nova Scotia (in litt. to BOU Rarities Committee), who is probably-
more familiar than anybody with princeps and who included the following 
useful characters for distinguishing this race: 
'A feature of even the darker and more brownish Ipswich Sparrows in spring is the presence of 
at least some remnants of the pale to light grey margins of nape, mantle and back feathers. 
Eastern Savannah Sparrows sometimes have such greyish or even whitish margins on the 
lateral nape, but never, in my experience, on back or coverts . . . The greyish margins of the 
nape, back (and lesser coverts?) are noted in the excellent descriptions by Keith Fox. 
Interestingly, the description of the bird in the hand from the Portland Bird Observatory does 
not mention these grey margins. It is easy to be distracted by the brown feather centres of the 
back and by the brown wings. However, the grey margins of the central back feathers, 
scapulars, and nape are very clear on John Marchant's slides, and in my view are diagnostic. 

'. . . I believe that the slides by John Marchant are diagnostic in showing the narrow, tawny 
streaking [on the breast] of a typical spring Ipswich Sparrow, quite unlike that of any 
Savannah Sparrow that I have seen.' 

There is also some circumstantial evidence worth noting. The Portland 
bird 's choice of habitat, close to the sea, is in keeping with princeps: In North 
America, it can be found feeding along the tideline with Snow Buntings 
Plectrophenax nivalis and Lapland Buntings Calcarius lapponicus. The Portland 
sparrow rarely strayed from the short grass at the cliff-edge and often 
searched for food on small ledges on the cliff-face. 

According to Professor Rising (in litt.), the race princeps migrates up the 
eastern seaboard of North America during the first two weeks of April, two 
weeks earlier than other races of Savannah Sparrow. This timing fits well 
with the Portland bird's arrival. Additionally, princeps regularly heads 
eastwards out over the Atlantic to reach its breeding grounds on Sable 
Island off Nova Scotia, which could increase its odds of occurring in the 
Western Palearctic at this time of year. 

316. Savannah Sparrow Ammodramm sandwichtnsis, Dorset, April 1982 (R. H. Hogg) 
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317. Savannah sparrow Ammodramus sandwkhensis, Dorset, April 1982 (S. G. D. Cook) 

The race princeps is nevertheless a very scarce bird, with a springtime 
population of approximately 2,000-3,000 (Stobo & McLaren 1975). Its 
occurrence in Britain is, therefore, quite remarkable. 
318. Savannah sparrow Ammodramus sandwkhensis, Texas, April 1982 (Arnoud B. van din Bers) 
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Notes on the species 
The Savannah Sparrow is a very common species of agricultural country 
and grassland throughout North America. It is resident in the south, but 
northerly populations migrate south as far as Costa Rica. It is a regular 
migrant along the eastern seaboard during both spring and autumn, and 
has long been considered likely to occur as a transatlantic vagrant (see 
Robbins 1980). It builds a small nest of grass and moss on the ground, 
normally in a hollow sheltered by grass, or in a small bush or tree. It lays 
four to six eggs, which are spotted with brown and purple. The incubation 
period is about 12 days. 
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Summary 
A Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis showing the characters of the race princeps, 
colloquially known as 'Ipswich Sparrow', was present at Portland Bill, Dorset, from 11th to 
16th April 1982. It was trapped on I2th and 16th April. Details are given of its identification 
and racial determination. This has been accepted as the first record of this Nearctic passerine 
for the Western Palearctic. 
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