
ON THE WHEATEARS (SAXICOLA) OCCrRRTXG TN NORTH
AMERICA.

By Leonhari) Stejneger,

Onrdtor. Division of Reptiles and Bdtrarliianfi.

Among the Passerine birds there is scarcely a g-enns more character-

istic of the Old World than Saxicola., forming, as it does, a very

compact and well-circumscribed group of about forty species inhabiting

Africa, Asia, and Europe. None of its near relatives, such as Pratin-

coJa, Iiiit!elUa, CyanecnJa^ Luscinia^ etc.. inhabit any part of the New
World. The Wheatears and their allies are consequently quite foreign

to the Nearctic fauna.

The occurrence of the connnon European Wheatear {Saxlcola

a>nanth() in North America, at iirst thought to l)e only occasional or

accidental, but since ascertained to be that of a regular l)reed('r, has

therefore always excited interest fi'om a zoo-geographical standpoint,

especially as it was found that, although a typical migratory bird and

breeding both at the northeastern and the northwestei-n extremity of

our continent, it appeared as a regular migrant nowhere in North

America, the few isolated specimens recorded from Maine, Long Island,

and even Bermuda being easily recognized as stragglers.

Once it was understood that the Wheatear was not a mere casual

visitor, but a legitimate native of our continent, ornithologists natu-

rally were on the lookout for differential characters l)y which to separate

the American birds specihcally; and Cassin, who was apparently the

tirst to handle a specimen from eastern North America, clearly pointed

out its distinctions and figured the specimen. Not unnaturally, at

that time (1854) he concluded that his Nova Scotia' specimen and the

one from northwestern America, which Vigors many years previously

had named Saxicola tvnanthoUhs, were identical, both being from

America, and he accordingly gave his ])ird this name, notwithstanding

^According to Brewer, in the History of North American Birds, I, p. 60, this

specimen came in reality from Coal Harbor, Labrador. The <rcntU'nian who collected

it was from Nova Scotia.
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the fact that his own bird was charactorizod by its groat siz(>. while

Vigois's iiicusui-iMiicnts showcHl a nim'v siiiall specimoii.

This lariic race was cknirly understood ])y Professor Baird when, in

1864, h(^ wrote his admirable Review of American Birds, but though

he speaks of these large specimens as having '' reached North America

by the Greenland route," it almost seems as if he regarded the few

obtained in Labrador and Canada as Avinter migrants returning regu-

larly to Greenland to breed, though he indicates the possibilitv that

they might '' nest in Newfoundland and Labrador.''

Shortly after, Mr. W. H. Dall discovered the species breeding in

Alaska, but these birds failed to bear out the characters of the alleged

American race, which then fell into innocuous desuetude, so far as

American ornithologists were concerned. The last one to examine

into the matter was Mr. W. E. Nelson, who says^ that:

The specimens secured by Mr. Dall were transinitted to Mr. Tristram to be com-

pared "vvith European specimens, with the result of determininj^ that birds secured

in Lapland at the same season were identical with the Alaskan examples. I have

made a hasty comparison of my skins with those in the National ]Museum from

Greenland and several Old World localities, and tind no differences other than

individual.

The fact that large and small specimens were found both in Europe

and in America seemed to close the incident forever. It appeared

settled that Saxicola (vnanthe was a homogeneous species, and conse-

quently there was at that time no real objection to the conclusion that

the Alaskan l)irds possibly returned to their winter quarters in Africa

by way of Greenland. No attention was then paid to the suggestion

made by me in my Results of Ornithological Explorations in the

Commander Islands and in Kamchatka (1885) (pp. 349-351), that the

Saxicola a^nanthe breeding in the Tchuktchi Peninsula and Alaska

migrate southwestward along the Stanovoi Mountains to Udski, and

thence farther through the interior of Asia. I did not elaborate the

route of the Saxicola then, partly because the material at hand was as

yet insufficient, partly because it was not one of the species collected

by me in Kamchatka.

The existence in Europe of a large form had long been suspected.

Thus Degland as early as 1849 '^ noted the existence of the large race,

as follows:

I have ol)tained at Dunkerque, in the month of May, specimens whicli are much
larger than those whicli breed on our plains [Lille], and which differ, moreover, in

their coloration. Their tarsus is longer, while their body nearly equals that of Sa-xi-

cola leucura; the u])per surface is less gray, tinged with reddish; the underside of a

beautiful rufous, especially on the breast, neck, and sides, and the wing feathers are

of a less deep black.

^ Keport on Natural History Collections made in Alaska, 1887, p. 221.

-Ornith. Europ., J, p. 484.
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It sooms that Gould in his '''Birds of Givat liiitain" also noted this

difI'(M-(Mi('(\ l)ut it was not till IH79 that Lord Clifton in more express

terms called attention to the two races, without naming- them, how-

ever. His remarks^ ar(> so nmch to the point that I take plcasui'e in

quoting them in full:

The only authoritie.s that I have been able to discover on the subject are Gould
and Schlegel,'- other authors having failed to recognize any variation in the individ-

uals of Sa.rifola (iimnthc as generally recognizeii. Of these two authors Gould is the

only one who gives exact measurements of the large race. I therefore quote the

following from his "Birds of (Treat Britain:'"

Length.
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Had the bird been named, no doubt there would have been a more
cagvr controversy and we should sooner have had th»^ necessary

material and records to solve the question.

Lately, however, the subject has received new impetus by the

observation of Mr. Knud Andersen on the two races in the Fa>r

Islands^ and those of Mr. Herluf Winge on the large race in Green-

land." Professor Collett's detailed measurements of large series of

the typical bird have also been very useful in this connection.

Finally, the United States National Museum has of late years

acquired a fairh" good series of ])oth forms, for the use of which and

other help I wish to express my grateful acknowledgment to Mr.

Robert Ridgway, the curator, and Dr. C. W. Richmond, the assistant

curator.

SAXICOLA CENANTHE LEUCORHOA (Gmelin).

Dlacjnomx.—Larger than Saxlcola CBnantlw^ the length of wing
varying l)etween loO and 108 millimeters; color similar, but the rufous

tints more bright on the average.

llahitat.—Breeding in Greenland and opposite portions of North

America, as well as on Iceland, migriiting i-egularly via the F{vr

Islands, Shetlands, Great Britain, and France, probably to western

Africa, and straggling south to the northern United States and
Bermudas.

Tleiiuivl'x.—The accompanying diagram (p. 481) and tables clearly

sustain th(» (daims of this form to subspecific distinction. Add to these

data those furnished by Mr. H. Winge, viz, 60 Danish birds with wings

measuring from i»l to 99 nmi. and 18 Greenland birds from loO to 106

mm . , and it will be seen that out of a total of 122 typical Saxicola wnanthe

only .") have the wing 100 or 101 mm., while of 45 Saxicola Jeucorhoa

none measure less than 100 mm. In other words, only 4 per cent of

the small race exceed !>!> mm., while none of the larger are below 100.

In the whole series of 1H5 birds, consequently, only 3 per cent of the

specimens are intermediate. This is shown graphically in the dia-

gram, which is based only upon the data specified below, as Mr. Winge
has not given any detailed list of his specimens. The precentage of

intergradation is therefore greater than it Avould have been could all

the 165 specimens been tabulated. It will ])e seen that the average

length of wing in typical SiaxlcoJa. (enanfhc is Dl..') mm. and of S.

Jeucorhoa 1<)4 mm.
It will be noticed that the list does not include a couple of measure-

ments of female Wheatears from West Grec^nland recorded by Dr.

•O. Finsch-' as having the wings from 3 inches 6^ lines to 3 inches 8 lines

' Vid. Meddel. Naturhist. Foren. Copenli. 1S98, p. 391.

Mlroenl. Fugle, 1898, p. 284.

'Abh. Yer. Naturw. Bremen, V, 1877, p. 352.
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(pied du Koi), l)ut the reason why I liave ventured to ignore tlu-ni in

the face of the above series of 45 hiixls is that Dr. Finseh himself .says

that the wing' feather.-? of some of the specimens were very worn.'

A look at the table of measurement also shows that the Alaskan

specimens belong to the smaller, typical bird. We have, consetiuently,

in America both forms. Saxicohi (vnantJir in Alaska and Saxicola

leucorhoa in Greenland and adjacent parts of northeastern North

America. As all the birds found in the latter part of the continent

belong to the large race, it is settled ])eyond the shadow of a doubt that

the Wheatears which breed in Alaska do not migrate by way of (li-een-

land or Lal)rador, ])ut that they retrace their steps into the Tchuktchi

Peninsula and farther south into Asia, as indicated by me fifteen

jears ago.

The Wheatear, the most widely distributed species of the genus

Saxicola., thus extends its range across the entire pala?arctic continent

from the Atlantic to the Pacilic Ocean. At both extremities of its

home continent, however, it has expanded its range into the New
World, and no one who follows on the map the route of the retreating-

winter migrants can for a moment be in doubt that these routes realh'

represent the way by which the species originally invaded America.

It would be dithcult to find a more beautiful example to illustrate that

now well-known law which was tirst formulated b}" Prof. Johan Axel

Palmen, of Helsingfors. Moreover, no better example could be found

for demonstrating the necessity of minute discrimination in ascertain-

ing the characters b}^ which these ''migration route races,'' as Palmen

calls them, are characterized.

It seems that one more lesson can fairly be drawn from the difl'er-

entiation of the Greenland race, viz, that the Greenland-Iceland-Eng-

land route must be considerably older than the Alaska-Tchuktchi-

Udski route, since it has resulted in the establishment of a separable

race. A consideration of the further fact that no regular migration

route could have been effected between Greenland. Iceland, and Great

Britain during the present distribution of land and water in that part

of the world also leads us back to a period when the stretches of ocean

now separating those islands were more or less bridged over by land.

For such a condition of affairs we shall have to look toward the ))egin-

ning of the glacial period. At that time it must, therefore, be assumed

that the Wheatear extended its range into Greenland. The advent of

the typical form into Alaska, on the other hand, is probably one of

very recent time, an assumption corroborated by the somewhat uncer-

tain and erratic distribution of the species in that northw^estern corner

of our continent.

' '

' Narnentlich sind die Spitzen und Aussensiiume der Schwingen und Schwanzfedern

8ehr abgenutzt."
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A few remarks regarding the name here employed for the large race

may not be out of place.

Gmelin's MotacUla hmcoi-hoa was leased upon a specimen from Senegal,

described by Buffon' and figured in the Planches Enluminees.^ So

far as the diagnosis goes '' it tits our bird exactl}^, and all reasonable

doubt is dispelled by the dimensions of a Senegal specimen in the

Paris Museum, possibly the type itself, measured by Hartlaub ^ who
gives 105 mm. (3 inches 10^ lines, pied du I'oi) as the length of the

wing. It should Ije noted that Hartlaub also records the typical

Saxicola o&nanthe from Senegal (specimen in the Leyden Museum, wing

95 mm., 3i inches, pied du Roi). Hartlaub, however, seems to regard

the larger bird as a peculiar west African species and not as a large

migratory race of the common species. The possiliility of this view

being correct is the only consideration which prevents us from posi-

tively asserting that the large race which ])reeds in Greenland passes

the winter in Senegal.

Bechstein's MotacUla mnanthe major^ refers probably only to large

individuals of the common form.

For the sake of convenience I append lists of the more noteworthy

references to both forms.

SAXICOLA CENANTHE (Linnaeus).

1758. MotacUla cenanthe Linn^us, Syst. Nat., 10th ed., I, p. 186 (Europe); 12tlaed., I,

1766, p. 332.

—

Saxicola cenanthe Bechstein, Ornith. Taschenb., 1803, p. 217.

—

Hartlaub, Syst. Ornith. Westafr., 1857, p. 64 (Senegal).

—

Dall and Ban-

nister, Tran.s. Chicago Acad., I, 1869, p. 276 (Nulato, Alaska).

—

Tristram,

Ibis, 1871, p. 231 (Alaska; Lapland).—Collett, Nyt. Mag. Naturvid., XXIII,

1877, p. 103; XXVI, 1881, p. 269; XXXV, 1893, p. 13 (Norway).—Nelson,

Cruise Corwin, 1881, 1883, p. 59 (St. Michaels, King Island, Alaska); Rep.

Nat. Hist. Coll. Alaska, 1887, p. 221 (Alaska).—Bean, Proc. U.S. Nat. Mus.,

V, 1882, p. 146 (Cape Lisburne, Port Clarence, Claniisso II., Alaska).—

Seeboh.m Hist. Brit. B. Eggs, I, 1883, p. 301 (Great Britain).—Stejneger,

Res. Ornith. Explor. Comni. lis. Kamtsch., 1885, p. 349 (Tchuktchi

Penins. ; migration).

—

Murdoch, Rep. Intern. Polar Exp. Point Barrow,

1885, p. 104 (Point Barrow, Alaska).

—

Bunue, Beitr. Kenntn. Russ. Reich.

(3), I, 1885, p. .—Palmen, Vega-exp. Vet. lakt., V, 1887, p. 260

(Pitlekaj, Jinretlen, Tchuktchi Penins. ).—Turner, Contr. Nat. Hist.

Alaska, 1888, p. 196.—Saunders, 111. Man. Brit. B., 1889, p. 20 (Great

Britain).

—

Bishop, North Am. Fauna, No. 19, 1900, p. 96 (Circle; mouth of

Aphoon, Yukon R., Alaska).

1839. Saxicola (jenanthoides NiGOBS, Zool. i)'/o.sso/y( (p. 19), (northwest America).

1 Hist. Nat. Ois., quarto ed., V, 1788, p. 249.

opiate 583, fig. 2.

^"Un pen plus grand que le motteux de nos contrees, & ressemble tres-exactment

a la femelle de cet oiseau, en se figurant neanmoins la teinte du dos un peu plus brune,

& celle de la jjoitrine un peu plus rougeatre."

^Syst. Ornith. Westafr., 1857, p. 64.

*Naturg. Deutschl., IV, 1795, (p. 646.)
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SAXICOLA CENANTHE LEUCORHOA iGmelin),

17S(). Motacilta minnthc Fabricius, Fauna Groeiil., p. 122 (Greenland), (not of

Linnaeus).

—

Mohk, Isl. Naturhist., 1786, p. 52 (Iceland).

—

,S(u;icola wnanthe

Faber, Prodr. Isl. Ornith., 1822, p. 18 (Iceland).—HolboKLl, Naturhist

Tidaskr., IV, 1848 (p. 892), (Greenland).—Kruepek, Nauniannia, 18.57,

pt. 2, p. 25 (Iceland).—Jones, Nat. Bermuda, 18.59 (p. 28), (Bermuda).—

CouEs, Proc. Phila. Acad., 1861, p. 218 (Labrador) .—Reinhakdt, Il)is, 1861,

p. 5 (Greenland).

—

Newton, in Baring-Gould's Iceland, 1868, p. 409.

—

Baiho,

Rev. N. Am. Birds, 1864, p. 61 (Greenland, Canada).—Baird, Brewkk,

and RiDGWAY, Hist. N. Am. Birds, I, 1874, p. 60.

—

Newton, Arct. ^lan.,

1875, p. 98 (Greenland).—FiNscH, Zweite Deutsche Nordpolarf., II, 1874,

p. 183 (Shannon I., Ea.st Greenland); Abhandl. Ver. Nat. Bremen, 1874,

p. 104; 1877, p. 352 (West Greenland).—Feilden, Ibis, 1877, p. 403 (Fort

Foulke).—Kumlien, Bull. V. S. Nat. Mus., No. 15, 1879, p. 73 (Cumberland

Sound; Disco Isl., Greenland).—Clifton, Ibis, 1879, p. 256 (England).—

Merriam, Auk, 1884, pp. 295, 378; 1885, pp. 118, 305 (Godbout, Quebec,

Canada).

—

Allen, Auk, 1886, p. 490 (Long Island, New York).

—

Grcekdal,

Ornis, 1886, pp. 357, 609 (Iceland).—Fischer and Pelzeln, Mitth. Ornith.

Ver. Wien, X, 1886, p. 195 (Jan Mayen I.); Zoologist, 1890, p. 8.—Kohx,

Auk, 1888, p. 76 (New Orleans, Loui.'jiana, accid. ).

—

Greeley, Rep. Proceed,

U. S. Exp. Lady Franklin Bay, II, 1888, p. 27 (Smith Sound).—Hagerup,

Auk, 1889, p. 297 (Ivigtut, Greenland).—Comeai", Auk, 1890, p. 294 (God-

bout, Canada).

—

Stone, Proc. Phila. Acad., 1892, p. 152 (Disco, W. Green-

land).—DuTCHER, Auk, 1893, p. 277 (Long Island, New York).

—

Andersen,

Vid. Med. Naturh. Foren. Copenhag., 1898, p. 391 (Fier lis.).—Winge,

Grcenlands Fugle, 1898, p. 284 (Greenland).

1788. Motacilla leucorhoa Gmelin, Syst. Nat., I, pt. 2, \i. 966 (Senegal).

—

(Enanthe

leurorhoa Vieillot, Nouv. Diet. d'Hist. Nat., XXI, 1818, p. 428 (Senegal).

—

Saxicola leucorhoa. Hartlaub, Syst. Ornith. Westafr., 1857, p. 64 (Senegal),

1881. Saxicola leucothoa Lesson, Traite (i'Orn., I, p. 413 (err.; based on Gmelin).

1854. Saxicola leucorrhoa Hartlaub, Journ. f. Orn., 1854, p. 19 (based on Gmelin).

1854. Saxicola ananthoidei^ Cassin, Illustr. Birds, Cal., Tex., etc., I, p. 208, pi. xxxiv

(" Nova Scotia, " corr. Labrador), (not of Vigors).

—

Gaill.\rd, Contr. Faune

Ornith. Europ. Occ, Pt. xxix, 1891, p. 85 (Greenland, Labrador).

1889. '! Saxicola isabelUua Meade-Waldo, Ibis, 1889, p. 515 (Canary lis.; not of

Riippell).

MeaMirementx of wing of 62 specimens of Saxicola ce.nanthe.

^1

162814
116471
69971
111122
111123
24061

11.5619

18957
102881
102882
102883
102888
102890
102891
102892
106351
106352
1063.50

105360
113824

Male ...

....do...

....do..

....do..
Female
Male ..

Female
Male ..

....do..

....do..

....do..

....do..
Female
Male ..

....do..

....do..
Female
Male ..

....do..

....do..

Locality.

Helsiian, Egypt
Germab-Ge( ik-tep^, Tran.scaspia

.

Rostock, Gernuuiy
Kristiania, Norway
Lindesnas, Norway
North Germany
Florence, Italy
France .'

Havre, France
do
do

Lancing, Sussex, England
....do

do
do
do
do

Romney, England
Haskim, England
Devon, England

When col-

lected.

Mar.
Mar.

14, 1894
6,1886

May
Apr.
May
Aug.

9, 1884

27, 1886
20,

— , 1884

From whom received or
by whom recorded.

mm.
A.Fenves I 95
Tiflis Nat. Hist. Mus ! 98
S. Burchard
R. Collett

.

do....

May
Aug.
Sept.
Apr.
May
July
Apr.
Mar.
Apr.
Sept.
Apr.
Apr.

18, 1873
22, 1873
4, 1873

22, 1884

4,1884
28, 1884
— , 1883
26, 1884
4,1884
4, 1883

10, 1878

17,1876

H. H.Giglioli.
H.Drouet
V. Pluche

do
do

H. Swavslaiid
do!

94
93
93
94
92
96
92
95
100
94
90
94
95
92
93
96

H.K.Coale
|

94

R.P.NichoUs I 94

.do .

.do.

.do.

.do.
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Measnreniciits of icing of 62 i^pecimens of Saxicola cenanthe—Continued.

Sex. Localitv.

Male
...do...
...do...
Female

.

...do...
Male
Female

.

Male
...do...
...do...
...do...
...do...
Female

.

....do...
Male....
....do...
...do...
...do...

When col-

lected.
From whom received or
bv whom recorded.

Thurston Sand.s, England May
Nolsce, Far Islands May

1,1877
2, 1895

Aug.
Oct.

.do

.do

.do
Drammen, Norway
W. Aker, Norway .

do "...

do May
Lindesnses, Norway

,

Apr.
Homborgsund, Norway : do
Lindesna's, Norway May 0,1886 I

do
\V. Aker, Norway ' May 4, 1884 > do
Lindesnses, Norvvay Apr. 27,1886 .....do

do
do

July 28,1896
11,1878
27,1877

May 29,1883
4, 1884

:, 188C

R. P. Nicholls
Andersen, p. 392 ..

....do

....do

....do
Collett,1881,p.269
....do
Collett,1893,p.l4 .

do
do
do

Kri«tiania, Norway May 8,1871
Boda\ Norway June 7,1874
Kristiania, Norway May 7,1876
... .do ". Sept. 23, 1876

Female.! do May 8,1871
. . .do . . .

j

Gudbrandsdal, Norway May 28, 1874

...do... Kristiania, Norway
|

May 19,1876
...do do
Male Senegal, Africa
. . .do . . . Cape Lisburne, Alaska I Aug. 21 , 1880

do do
do .\ug. 21,1885

I. ... .do May — , 1885
i Chamisso Island, Alaska Aug. 31, 1880

Male ... Port Clarence Alaska Sept. 6,1880
Female. Xulato, Alaska May 23, 1868
Male do do
. . .do . . . Point Barrow, Alaska

i
May 2o, 1882

...do do May 19,1882
Female do

St. Michael, Alaska '

..do
Male ... Nulato. Alaska I May — , l.%8

do...; Pitlekaj,Tchuktchi Peninsula ' June 1

Female do June 9
Male ...

I

Jinretlen, Tchuktchi Peninsula Tune 8
Female .1 do

|

May 5
do... do ' June 2

Collett,1877,p. 103 ..

....do

....do

....do

....do

....do

....do

....do
Hartlaub, is.")7,p.ii4.

T. H. Bean
....do
H. D.de WdoltV
....do
T. H. Bean 95
....do 100
W. H. Dall 94

do 100
J. Murdoch 98

)nm.
98
96
91
97
98
97
99
96
95
95
97
95
94
94
100
97
95
96
95
92
93
93
95
96

101
95
93

.do,
do

E.W.Nelson...
do

W. H.Dall
Palmc'n, p. 261

.

do
do
do
do

Measurements of uing of 28 specimens of Saxicola cenanthe lencoy^ioa.

^ Sex.

Male...

Locality.

Senegal, Africa
Hurbert Island

?
\

do
Female. Barden B
Male do
. . .do ... Ann .\rbor, Mich. ?

I

Grosyater Bay, Labrador. .

.

, I Quebec, Canada
Godthaab, West Greenland.

When C(j

lected.

From whom received or
by whom recorded.

Aug. 25, 1897
do

Aug. 26, 1897
do

Aug. 24,1860

Male

Female

Disco Island, West Greenland .\ug. 10,

Jakobshavn, West Greenland
Iceland

' do...
Male

I

Disco, West Greenland .^ug. 11.

Female. Shannon Island, East Greenland
j

Mav 13,

,

' do July 26,

....do .....do.
Lichtfels. West Greenland -^ug. 28,

5 ^

1870
1870

Male...

Male....

Male
...do...
....do...
....do...
Female

.

....do...

do,
Greenland
Nols(t. Fser Islands

do
do
do

Lancing, Sussex, England.
do

July 12.

May —

,

Sept. lu,

Sept. 26,

July 3,

Mav 2,

....:do..
Surrey, England

I
May 18,

Kingsbridge, England 1 Oct. 3,

1895
1895
1895
1897
1884

i874'
1887

mm.
Hartlaub, l.S.57, i>. 64 105

J. D. Figgins 104
.do 100
.do 103
.do 105

A. B. Covert 103
E. Coues 104
W. Couper 104
Williams' College Ly- 104
ceum.

L. Kiunlien 100
P. H. Soren.sen > 105
W.Schlueter

|

101

Winge, 1898, p. 288 104
Stone. 1892, p. 1.52 106
Finsch,1874,p.l84 104

do 108
do 108

Finsch. 1874, p. 104 • 104
do. 102

Finsch, 1877, p. 3.52 ' 105
Andersen, 1898, p. 392 . . 102

do 101

do 102.

do 105

H. Swavsland 107

do.' 102
do

I

103

R. P. Nicholls 103
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