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RC 1981 3-I, 3-II, 1-III

II, Photos not diagnostic. Should get color photos.

I, Would seem to be impossible to differentiate from Brown-
headed, except in hand and maybe not even then! What is the
difference? I believe they (Pygmy and Brown-h.) are distinct
populations of the same species.

II (with some reservations), Clearly S. pusilla or S. pygnaea
from photos. Norris says pygnaea and his analysis seems sound.
But note differences in description of head color (Brooke):
brownish grey; brownish olive (Halmi), greyish olive (Brown). Are
slides available?

II, obs. personally.

III, Extensive documentation. Inspection of pictures by an
expert testifies for identity as S. pygnaea. The picture
submitted with this record is of terrible quality. Norris
apparently examined a better picture - a Kodachrome. Why didn’t
we have it. Until adequate photo evidence is submitted this
otherwise strong record will have to be downgraded.

I, Photographs apparently conclusive -- sent to expert on
species. Note especially white areas in tail (Norris).
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Pygmy Nuthatch

A New lowa Itecord: A Pygmy Nuthateh (Sitta pygmaea) In Des Moines - A
Pygmy Nuthatch had been frequenting the window shelf feeder at Dr. Lawrence
Ely's home, 5400 Woodland Ave., for several weeks before il was observed by
Woadward and Mary Brown and the author on January 26, 1977. The bird was very
tame. We slood within two feel of the window as il returned again and again for
sunflower seeds, All the field marks were casily noled: small size, short Luil,
brownish gray cap, whilish area on the nape, dark line through the eye and dull
white underparts. No previous lowa sightings have been recorded for this western
species which is not normally found east of the Black Hills. MARGARET
BROOKE, 126 51st Sl., Des Moines

Editor's and Field Rteports Editor's comments on the Pygmy Nuthatch -
Piclures were taken of this bird by Mrs. Ely, who used an Inslamalic camera and
by the edilor. Two of the editor's photos are reproduced below in black and white,
Even Lhe best color picture imaginable don't settle cerlain qualms aboul Lhe spe-
cific idenlily of the bird seen: Pygmy Nuthatch or Brown-headed Nuthatch? Dif-
ferential diagnosis is compounded by the probability that a Pygmy Nuthateh in
Iowa would be of the Rocky Mountain subspecies, Sitta pygmaea melanotis, which
has a browner cap lhan the nominate subspecies, and a darker eyestripe. The
Brown-headed Nuthatch subspecies expected in the north would be Sitta pusilla
pusilla, which has a brown cap. Brown-headed Nuthalches were allegedly seen in
1893 in Keokuk (A.C. Benl, Life Histories of North American Nuthatches, Wrens,

Iowa Bird Life 47:24-235 Thrashers and their Allies, Dover Publicalions, New York, 1964 and A.0.U.

Checklist, 5th Edilion 1957), bul for some reason the species isn’l even on the
hypothelical lisL for the stale. So Lhe two subspecies most likely to occur in lowa
have a somewhal brownish (S. pPygmaea melanolis) vs. unequivocally brown (S.
pusilla p.) cap - a subtle chromatic distinction indeed.

Pygmy Nuthatch
Photon by Polor C, Polorsen

Aller seeing the bird on Feb. 19, we agree with Mrs. Brooke and Mr. Brown on
the identification. IL is our impression Lhat S. pygmaea is more widespread in ils
range and more prone to vagrancy than S. pusilla, which is distributed in pockets
and more sedenlary. The bird in Des Moines is also very lame like (S. pygmaen),
Further, this season has seen several vagranis from the west in lowa, such as
Varied Thrush, Black-billed Mugpie and possibly Gray Juy (which Is more likely o
have come [rom Lhe north and arrived in Oclober). The almost steady influx of cold
air from the north and northwest makes eastward displacement of an abundant
weslern bird more plausible than northward displacement of a less common
southeaslern species. Shorl of a specimen, Lhe record will retain an element of
uncertainly, We prepoared o detalled documentation sheet bused on our ob-
servalion of Feb. 19 accompanied by Allan Mueller and Mary Lou Pelersen,
However, lhere are lhose who believe thal S. pygmaca and S. pusilla are
conspecific and should be lumped (Mayr, E. and L. L. Short, Jr. Specles Taxa of
North American Birds, Publ. Nuttall Ornith. Club, No. 9, 1970), although the
A.0.U. hasnot (yel?) accepled this point of view. P.P.and N.H.
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Titmice through Thrushes. Des Moines’ famous Boreal Chickadee was last
secn on March7 (WB). AL RRR, Red-breasted Nuthalches slayed into April (GB);
several were scen In HHHP May 4-5 (RD). The Pygmy Nuthalch left its haunt of
many monihs in Des Moines on April 15 (WB). Brown Creepers have been at a
premium: Pelersen banded only 6 between March 29 and April 19. House Wrens
arrived on a new early date, April 16 (TS,WB). Winter Wrens were “fairly com-
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Pigmy Muthatcn, Sitta opyemaes in Des Moines.

Crn 25 January, 1977, Mrr. Lawrence Ely at 5400 Voodland Ave called
to say thet a bird which was coming to her fceders fitted the
descrirtion of the Pigmy iuthatch. As she was aware that the
cpecies was unheard of in this area, she wished confirmation of
the identification. &fter studying the various field guides,
Marg:ret Brooke, iary Brown ard I were at the Ely residence at
9:15 the next morning.

ifter 2 15 or 20 minute wait the nuthestch ceme to & window shelf
feeding tray on the south side of the kitchen. With a2 bright &snd
cloudless sky we watched the tird eatine sunflower seeds after
wedrine them in # crack in the rim of the tray. The tird was
within 2rm's rcach &s we were sevarated from the tray only by a
counter top about two feet deev. It vaid not the slightest
attertion to us and Bailey (Birds of Colo) commente uron their
fearlescness.

According to plumage descriptions of the Pigmy and Brown-headed
Futhetches, the only noticeable differerce tetween the two (short
of navinc the bird in hand) is in the color of the crown and nave.
The field guides are agreed that the crown of the Brown-headed is
brown, but there is a lack of unarimity in their descriptions of
the crown of the Pigmy. Peterson says "gravish-brovn" with a
faintly brownish cav in his illuetration: Pough refers to a possible
consvecific status with no reference to color, but his illustrestion
shows grsv; Robbins says "greyer than the Ercwn-hecded" and shows
gray in his picture. Ir Birds of America (Pezrson, ed}, the Pigmy
is described as hgving a "light grayish olive or olive-gray cap".

liargaret Brooke, in writing uo the observation for IBL, describes
the cap as being "brownish" tut has no doubt about this nuthatch
teine 2 Figmy. !Mary and I feel the grayish olive descriotion comes
closest and cinches the Pigmy identification.

.le have seen the Pigmy luthetch on numerous trips to Colorado, &nd

I also saw the Brown-headed in Louisiana on one occasion. On

27 Jamuary, I wentback to the Ely residence with Gene and Mrs
Armstrong of Booneville, and the bird was again well seer, this t ime
on a feeder in a nearby tree. According to Mrs Ely, the nuthatch
nas been seen daily for "a courle of wecks."
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