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Indiana Audubon Society

FEATHERED 
FALL FESTS
Flock together for the 
season's best birding.



sept 14:  eagle creek fall warblers 
eagle creek park [ indianapolis, in ]

sept 14:  sparrow id workshop 
potato creek state park [ north liberty, in ]

oct 4–5:  ias fall festival 
brown county state park [ nashville, in ]

oct 12:  sparrow search at the burn trip 
lye creek [ crawfordsville, in ]

oct 26:  fall birding in the dunes trip 
indiana dunes national park [ porter, in ]

Join Indiana Audubon for an assortment of field trips and workshops 
being offered this spring. Visit indianaaudubon.org/events for more 
information or to register for any of these upcoming activities. Additional 
events are listed on the website. Many fill early, so sign up now!

UPCOMING 
TRIPS & EVENTS
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is a bi-monthly 
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and conversations 
so that members 
and the birding 
community beyond 
can stay meaningfully 
connected both 
to birds and to the 
people dedicated  
to their protection.
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North America Database
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GRANTS/SCHOLARSHIPS 
AWARDED THIS YEAR
The Indiana Audubon Society is pleased to announce several 
awards in the Mumford and Keller Grants/Scholarship 
Program in 2019. This program is for individuals and 
organizations seeking funding for activities related to Indiana’s 
natural resources, particularly those related to Indiana’s 
avifauna. This year’s funding has been set aside for applicants 
in many categories, including, but not limited to: research, 
bird preservation, workshop attendance, and youth birding 
activities. Nearly $5,000 in funds will be awarded this fall.

 For more information about the Mumford and Keller Grants/
Scholarship Program, visit: indianaaudubon.org 

  For questions about possible funding projects, email IAS 
Awards Chair Kim Ehn at: kmehn@comcast.net

AUG–SEP 2019

BIRD BANDING 
HANDS-ON RESEARCH 
EXPERIENCE

SEPT 6–8   Indiana Audubon is offering a unique banding 
workshop for those wanting to learn more 

about bird banding for research, experience, or to advance their field 
ornithology knowledge. These workshops will introduce participants 
to the use of bird banding, bird banding ethics, understanding bird 
molt for ageing and sexing birds in-hand, and how bird banding is 
being used in Indiana. 

The Indiana Audubon Bird Banding Workshop will take place Sept. 
6–8 at Mary Gray Bird Sanctuary in Connersville, IN. Participants will 
receive in-the-field training in extraction and handling of birds and 
understanding bird molt. Cost is $249 for the weekend. Discounts 
are available for Indiana Audubon members. Included in registration 
is breakfast, lunch, and dinner on Saturday and breakfast on Sunday. 
Additionally, camping is available for those wishing to stay on-site. 
Registration is limited, in order to maximize one-on-one training with 
bird in-hand experience.

Participants will begin by observing instructors during the banding 
process, rapidly progressing to hands-on experience. Beginners will 
be taught safe handling practices the first day, and in subsequent days 
will be given one-on-one instruction on extracting birds from the nets. 
Later in the course, as time and advancement allow, beginners will 
have the opportunity to band birds and discuss criteria used to age 
and sex birds. Advanced participants will initially be shown molt limits 
in the hand but will progress to ageing birds on their own and will be 
quizzed during the final day of the workshop. Participants may ask to 
join in during net rounds and banding, and are encouraged to observe 
and participate, as time allows, in the parts of the banding operation 
that most interest them.

Participants are encouraged to register early as space is limited. 

 REGISTER TODAY:  indianaaudubon.org/events

NOMINATE AN IAS 
MEMBER TODAY!
Indiana Audubon Society members are encouraged to 
nominate someone they know for one of two annual awards 
the Society bestows each year. The Earl Brooks Award is given 
to an individual “for advancement of conservation of natural 
resources in Indiana.” The award recipient does not have 
to be an Indiana Audubon Society member. The James H. 
Mason Service Award is presented to a member of the Indiana 
Audubon Society who has dedicated themselves through 
service to the Society. It serves as an inspiration and focus for 
others to work with such individuals. 

  More information on each award can be found at: 
indianaaudubon.org/about-ias

2



by brad bumgardner

CARDINAL | INDIANA AUDUBON SOCIETY

The frog puzzled us at first. Though 
clearly a small tree frog, it matched no 
spring peeper or chorus frog that we had 
ever seen. Since the frog had come from 
Florida, it made sense to keep it in an 
aquarium at the nature center while we 
worked on an ID. The visiting campers 
were happy to hand the frog off to us and 
went about their Indiana Dunes vacation. 
A day later we had settled on and ID...a 
pine woods tree frog (Hyla femoralis). 
The pine woods tree frog is end`emic to 
the southeastern US and had no doubt 
hitched a ride up from Florida but would 
have likely not found our Indiana climate 
as comfortable as down south. This 
little frog was a great illustration of how 
species travel with human aid, and also 
helped tell the more concerning story of 
the emerald ash borer, which had likely 
traveled to this country by similar means.

Our little tree frog lived in his own little 
pine woods habitat at the front desk of 
the nature center for the duration of the 
summer. Kids would stop by the aquarium 
for a peek, and the little frog was a 
conversation starter week after week. By 
late August, another would-be Florida 
traveler, Justin, with his girlfriend, Allison, 
walked in the door. Once again, our little 

frog friend spurred a conversation on 
human-assisted movement. Justin and 
Allison mentioned that they were kayak 
guides in the Everglades about to head 
down to Florida for the winter season, 
and could help bring our little tree frog 
home. A few days later, we packed him 
up in his little micro-habitat, and away he 
went. We received photos on the way, and 
got to vicariously live through the little 
frog as he was dropped off in a Florida 
state park just north of Fort Meyers. 

Now, what does a pine woods tree frog 
have to do with a Western Tanager, as the 
title of this article states? Let's fast-forward 
10 years. I’ve kept in contact with Justin 
and Allison; they’re now married, and stop 
by the nature center annually to visit, chat, 
and reminisce about our little frog friend. 
Having family in Indiana, their return is 
as predictable as the robins to your yard. 
However, their visit this year was marked 
by an entirely different conversation. 
“Hey bud, my cousin saw this on her 
Boone Grove farm, and these were one 
of my favorite birds when I was visiting 
Colorado. Is this a Western Tanager?” 

How cool to find a Western Tanager on 
your own Indiana farm, but to find it the 
day before the start of the Indiana Dunes 

Birding Festival, with nearly 900 birders 
coming from 16 states...even cooler! 
Minutes later, a blurry photo popped up on 
my phone and I could instantly see it was 
the brightly colored western counterpart to 
our own Scarlet Tanager.  
A bird so bright one must shield their eyes 
when viewing, for fear of going blind!

Over the next several days, nearly a 
hundred birders were able to enjoy this 
great rarity, in what became a great 
Western Tanager invasion into the Great 
Lakes. We still don’t understand why so 
many showed up this spring, so far out 
of their range. But with so many of the 
sightings being “one-day wonders,” it 
was great to have this bird show up for 
not just one or two, but every single day 
of the Indiana Dunes Birding Festival. 

A bird such as this, as bright and colorful 
as it is, could have gone unseen by so 
many birders if not for the right people at 
the right time, knowing who to let know, 
and taking the time to do so. In today's 
internet age, social media allows for 
instantaneous reporting, but if it weren’t 
for a little pine woods tree frog, far from 
home, sent out on a journey to connect 
people and nature, this amazing rare 
bird may not have been seen at all.  

A TREE FROG&
A WESTERN TANAGER

Over the course of my career,  
I’ve met lots of interesting people,  
made lots of friends, and have had the opportunity to experience some 
awesome sights and sounds. Before my years as Indiana Audubon’s 
Executive Director, I had the opportunity to work at the Indiana 
Dunes State Park. Aside from the usual “where is the bathroom?” and 
“how do I get to the beach?” a common question was “what is this?” 
The question was usually brought forth with a photo or description 
of the plant or animal seen. But, on one June day about ten years 
ago, the ID in question came with a live specimen. The visitor with 
this particular question had just traveled up from Florida with their 
camper in tow. No more than five minutes after pulling in and opening 
the camper door, a small tree frog popped out and was quickly 
scooped up and brought to the nature center for identification.
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meet a 
MEMBER
J U L I E  B O N N E M A

I have lived in Lake County my entire life. I own a home in 

Griffith, which I share with my Weimaraner, Ruby.  

I spend a lot of time with my two brothers and my cousin 

Mary, and visit my Mom in Las Vegas a couple times a year. 

I work as a project manager and provide oversight to the 

digital banking group at Peoples Bank in Munster. 

Q       TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT YOURSELF. 
FAMILY? WHERE DO YOU LIVE? WORK?

Q       WHAT GOT YOU INTERESTED IN BIRDING?
As a kid, I was always interested in nature and wildlife. 

I liked to go exploring, and I collected bugs and rocks.  

As an adult, I started hiking and spending a lot of my time 

outside. On hike in the Dunes State Park I noticed a Red-

headed Woodpecker and said “What’s that bird? I’ve never 

seen that before.” That made me start noticing and looking 

at more birds. I attended an intro to birding event at the 

Dunes State Park taught by Brad Bumgardner. I went home 

that night, ordered a Sibley’s field guide, and was hooked.

Q       FAVORITE BIRDING AREA? 
(INDIANA AND OUTSIDE INDIANA)
I love birding in the Dunes. There are so 

many different habitats and great locations 

it’s sometimes hard to decide where to go. 

My favorite trail is definitely Cowles Bog. 

Outside of Indiana, my favorite place (so far) has 

been Costa Rica. It’s a gorgeous country filled with 

welcoming people, delicious food, and amazing 

tropical birds. I have been lucky enough to go 

there twice (most recently with IAS) and would 

highly recommend going if you have the chance.

Q        ADVICE TO NEW BIRDERS 
GETTING INTO THE HOBBY?
There are so many wonderful people in the Indiana 

birding community that are willing to share their 

love of birds with you. Field trips and the Birding 

in Indiana Facebook group are both great ways 

to connect with other birders, learn about birds, 

and get familiar with different birding locations 

around the state. I have met many people, who I 

now consider good friends, on Indiana Audubon 

Society and Dunes Calumet Audubon field trips. 

Q         MANY BIRDERS IN YOUR AREA HAVE 
TAKEN UP ROLLER DERBY. WHY’S THAT?
I’ve been wondering that myself lately. I’ve been part of 

the Chicagoland derby community since 2005 and this is 

definitely a new and exciting trend. I’ve noticed birders 

joining derby and derby skaters taking up birding. Two 

birders who are also skaters on the South Shore Roller 

Girls even have bird-related derby names: Shriko Killa 

and Indigo Buntoya. 

Roller Derby is a very strategic and mentally challenging 

game. It’s been compared to playing chess on roller 

skates while bricks are being thrown at you. To me, 

birding provides that same mental challenge and can 

also be strategic at times – knowing when and where to 

look for a particular bird and trying to make a difficult 

ID provide that same type of mental fulfillment.
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HUMMINGBIRD MIGRATION 
CELEBRATION

AU G U S T  10 ,  2 019

FOR FALL FESTIVALS

flock together
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The Mary Gray Bird Sanctuary (MGBS) will be the site of the 
second-annual Hummingbird Migration Celebration (HMC) on 
August 10, 2019. 

Last year’s successful event set the stage for a second year of 
bringing hummingbird and nature enthusiasts out for a day 
of encounters with nature. The festival is designed to provide 
opportunities for greater exposure to birds and birding activities 
by bringing visitors into nature and capitalizing on the enthusiasm 
many non-birders have for Ruby-throated Hummingbirds.

The event is also a fundraiser for MGBS, as IAS membership fees do 
not contribute to the operation of the Sanctuary. Finally, the HMC 
is an excellent opportunity for IAS members to volunteer their time 
and talent! More than 30 people volunteered to help put on the 
inaugural HMC, but as the event has grown in its second year, we 
will need even more help this time around!

The HMC will feature presentations on bird banding (hummers 
& songbirds), guided bird and nature walks, live birds of prey, a 
butterfly presentation, native plant sale, pond study, turtle research, 
live music, vendor tables, and more. You can see the entire lineup 
on the IAS website.

Birders are encouraged to bring their non-birder friends, children, 
and relatives out for a day of experiencing and learning about 
nature.

Online early-bird admission is just $10 for those 18 and older. 
Tickets will be $15 at the gate. Children under 18 will be admitted 
free (but donations will be accepted).

  If you are available to help with this year's event, please contact 
Carl Wilms at: carl.wilms@indianaaudubon.org

SCHEDULE OF EVENTS 
All times are Eastern Daylight Time

BIRD BANDING DEMOSTRATIONS [ at demo tent ] 
9:30–11:30 am – hummingbirds 
12:00–1:30 pm – songbirds 
1:30–3:30 pm – hummingbirds
BROOKS HALL PROGRAMS
9:30 am – the anatomy of birds 
10:30 am – bird brains! 
12:00 pm – hummingbirds 101 
1:00 pm – the anatomy of birds 
2:00 pm – backyard birds of indiana 
3:00 pm – going batty in indiana 
4:00 pm – hummingbirds 101
LARGE SHELTER HIKES
9:30 am – morning bird walk 
10:00 am – beekeeping 101 
11:00 am – butterflies alive! 
12:00 pm – nature walk 
2:30 pm – butterflies alive! 
3:30 pm – planting native hike
AMPITHEATER PROGRAMS
9:30 am – live birds of prey with take flight! 
11:30 am – live birds of prey with take flight!
LOWER MARKLE BARN
10:30 am – turtle time! 
1:30 pm – turtle time! 
2:00 pm – wetland safari
UPPER MARKLE BARN
10:30 am – the music of the years 
12:00 pm – connersville art demonstrations
ALL-DAY EVENTS 
children's activities [ large shelter ] 
hummingbird-friendly native plant sale  
[ tent canopy – near the small shelter – while supplies last ]
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FALL FESTIVAL
C O N N E C T I N G  B I R D S ,  S C I EN C E ,  A N D  P E O P L E

O C TO B ER  4 - 6 ,  2 019
Reaching out to the scientific community, the Indiana Audubon 
Society is bringing together members, scientists, and the fall mi-
gration of birds for our annual Fall Festival, being held this year at 
Brown County State Park.

The daily entrance fee of $7.00 (in-state residents) may be collect-
ed unless you have an annual State Park Pass. For those attending 
the Saturday night keynote dinner, free entry to the state park will 
be offered. 

Overnight accommodations will be available at the Abe Martin 
Lodge. Rooms with 2 queen beds = $125.44, including taxes. 
Please call 1-877-563-4371 to make reservations by September 3rd 
and use the group code of “1004IA”. The town of Nashville is  
3 miles to the west. Visit browncounty.com for more information. 

*Visit the IAS Website Events page for updated information and 
schedule changes.

SCHEDULE OF EVENTS 
All times are Eastern Daylight Time
FRIDAY, OCTOBER 4

5–8 pm | registration open  
[ lodge main lobby ] 
6–7 pm | birds of prey with indiana 
raptor center [ priness hall ] 
Hear some of their most interesting 
stories as well as raptor biology, and the 
challenges birds of prey face in coexisting 

with humans.

7:30–9 pm | night hike and owl 
prowl [ lodge main lobby ] 
Join IAS Board Member Richard Garrett 
to explore the nocturnal world of the 
park. We might see or hear Great Horned, 
Barred, or Screech Owls. Bring your 
flashlight or head lamp and prepare for a 
short carpool if needed.

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 5

6:45–11 am | registration open  
[ lodge main lobby ]  
Nearly all of Indiana’s regular 36 species 
of warblers have been found at Mary Gray 
Bird Sanctuary. IAS board director April 
Raver will seek out as many warblers as 
possible on this morning venture through 
the woodlands, wetlands, and prairies 
of the sanctuary. The trip will end at the 
wetland for those wanting to watch bird 
banding. 

7:15–11 am | birding trip: 
yellowwood state forest  
[ lodge entrance ]  
Join IAS Member David Rupp, owner 
of IndiGo Birding Nature Tours, on a 
carpool/caravan birding trip through 
Yellowwood State Forest in search of 
migrating songbirds, including warblers, 
kinglets, thrushes, and more. Stops may 
include Yellowwood Lake, T. C. Steele 
State Historic Site, and/or Crooked Creek 
State Recreation Area. Be prepared for 
some relaxed and easy hiking. 

7:30–11 am | birding trip: brown 
county state park [ lodge entrance ]  
Join IAS Member Amy Kearns for a look at 
the fall migrants moving through Indiana’s 
largest state park. Prepare to carpool to 
multiple sites as we seek out the birds in 
this beautiful landscape.

7:45–11 am | birding trip: 
stonehead nature preserve  
[ lodge entrance ]  
Join Indiana Audubon Executive Director 
Brad Bumgardner for a search of late 
migrating warblers and sparrows in 
the nearby Zimmerman Wetlands and 
Stonehead Nature Preserve.

8–10:30 am | beginning birding 
walk: brown county state park 
[ lodge entrance ]  
Join IAS Member Mark Welter for a look 
at the fall migrants moving through 
Indiana’s largest state park. Prepare to 
carpool to multiple sites as we seek out 
the birds in this beautiful landscape.

11–12 pm | adventures with john 
james audubon [ priness hall ] 
Storyteller Brian “Fox” Ellis will portray 
John James Audubon in this interactive 
monologue that will bring to life the 
experiences that Audubon recorded in his 
journals some 200 years ago.

12–1:30 pm | lunch (on your own)
12–2 pm | board of directors 
meeting [ melodeon hall ] 
IAS Officers and Board of Directors will 
hold their scheduled meeting. Members 
are welcome to attend as visitors.

1:30–2:30 pm | birds and 
environmental change  
[ priness hall a ] 
Professor Adam Fudickar, Research 
Scientist at Indiana University, will 
discuss the popular topic of climate 
change, as well as other significant 
human disturbances that cause concern 
for avian populations. Find out how 
we can all take action to mitigate 
environmental responses.
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1:30–2:30 pm | birding by 
intuition [ priness hall b ] 
David Rupp, IAS Member and 
owner of IndiGo Birding Nature 
Tours, will lead us through bird 
identification techniques based 
on Kevin T. Karlson’s book, 
Birding by Impression (Peterson 
Field Guide series), and will 
show how getting to know birds 
by more than just field marks 
will add to your enjoyment of 
birding.

3–4 pm | the making of an 
indiana paradise: falling 
springs bird sanctuary 
[ priness hall a ] 
What happens when two 
dedicated conservationists 
seek out their own little slice of 
heaven? You get the birth of a 
great birding destination! Join 
IAS Members John and Karen 
Lindsey for a special program 
showcasing the caves and ravines 
that gave birth to the Falling 
Springs Bird Sanctuary.

3–4 pm | juncos and our 
environment [ priness hall b ] 
Professor Ellen Ketterson, 
Director of Indiana University’s 
Environmental Resilience 
Institute, will share her 
experiences in the study of 
juncos, the most popular 
backyard bird, and the Junco 
Project that produced an 
educational film.

4:30–5:30 pm | nature 
journaling [ priness hall a ] 
IAS Member Joni James, 
Director and Creator of Heron 
Watch Nature Programs, will lead 
us through exercises to enhance 
our observations and record 
our experiences in nature. All 
supplies will be provided.

4:30–5:30 pm | birding in 
the indiana state parks 
[ priness hall b ] 
Ginger Murphy, Deputy Director 
of Indiana Dunes State Park, has 
visited and birded in many State 
Park properties through the 
years. Hear fascinating stories of 
her most interesting encounters 
and her favorite parks around 
the state in which to find unique 
birds.

5:30–6 pm | pre-dinner 
social and silent auction 
[ melodeon hall ] 
Bar Service will be offered by 
Abe Martin Lodge 
Silent Auction items will be 
displayed until 15 minutes after 
the Keynote Presentation has 
concluded. Winning bids will 
be donated to the Mumford 
and Keller Grant/Scholarship 
Program, to be distributed by 
the IAS Awards Committee to 
”individuals and organizations 
seeking funding for activities 
related to Indiana’s natural 
resources, particularly those 
related to Indiana’s avifauna, that 
promote the IAS Mission.”

6–6:30 pm | annual 
membership meetings 
[ melodeon hall ] 
GIAS President Amy Wilms will 
lead us through Officer Reports, 
Elections of Officers and Board 
of Directors, and Presentation of 
Awards.

6:30–7:30 pm | keynote 
dinner [ melodeon hall ]
7:30–9 pm | keynote 
presentation: jay bolden 
connecting birds, science, 
and people [ melodeon hall ] 
As a Senior Consultant Biologist 
at Eli Lilly & Co. in Indianapolis 
and an IAS Member, Jay Bolden 
is helping to save Horseshoe 
Crabs and the endangered 
rufa Red Knot by testing a 
synthetic alternative to the 
crab blood that is used by the 
pharmaceutical industry. Jay 
will discuss his revolutionary 
biomedical research and share 
his experiences in Delaware Bay, 
New Jersey, the world’s largest 
concentration of Horseshoe 
Crabs. Jay's research has 
been featured on the popular 
WNYC podcast Radiolab. Jay 
will also explain his connection 
to Deborah Cramer, author of 
The Narrow Edge: A Tiny Bird, 
An Ancient Crab, and an Epic 
Journey, which documents 
the Red Knot's extraordinary 
migration from Tierra del Fuego, 
Argentina, to its Arctic breeding 
grounds. IAS will have a limited 
number of books on hand for 
purchase.

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 6

7:30–11 am | birding trip: 
yellowwood state forest 
[ lodge entrance ]  
Join IAS Executive Director 
Brad Bumgardner on a carpool/
caravan birding trip through 
Yellowwood State Forest in 
search of migrating songbirds, 
including warblers, kinglets, 
thrushes, and more. Stops may 
include Yellowwood Lake, T. C. 
Steele State Historic Site, and/or 
Crooked Creek State Recreation 
Area. Be prepared for some 
relaxed and easy hiking.

8–11 am | birding trip: 
brown county state park 
[ lodge entrance ]  
Join IAS Member John Lindsey 
for a look at the fall migrants 
moving through Indiana’s largest 
state park. Prepare to carpool to 
multiple sites as we seek out the 
birds in this beautiful landscape.

9–11 am | bird banding with 
amy wilms [ nature center ]  
Join IAS President Amy Wilms 
at the Nature Center for an up-
close look at the birds that come 
to the feeders. Amy became a 
Master Bird Bander in 2017 and 
conducts banding activities at 
Mary Gray Bird Sanctuary.
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DON’T’ VEER AWAY FROM THIS ID: 
CATHARUS THRUSHES! BY NICK KIEHL

W ith their ethereal songs, secretive behavior, and camouflage patterns, the Catharus thrushes are some of the most 
well-loved and sought-after songbirds in North America. Four species (Hermit, Swainson’s, Gray-cheeked, and 

Veery) spend at least a portion of their lives in Indiana, while others can be found on remote mountains in the northeastern 
U.S. (Bicknell’s) and widespread in the tropics (Nightingale-Thrushes). Highly migratory, they are strong fliers despite 
spending much of their lives near the ground. In addition to some of their more endearing qualities, these thrushes present 
identification conundrums that keep birders on their toes during migration. Tackling this challenge requires us to use our 
entire birding toolkit, rather than focusing on plumage alone. This article discusses their natural history, migration timing, 
habitat preferences, and songs and calls to help you get the full picture and begin the process of sorting them out.

SPECIES DESCRIPTIONS

Swainson’s Thrush: In May and September, 
Swainson’s Thrush takes over as the most common 
Catharus in Indiana. Its distinctive buff-colored 
face and eyering usually simplifies identification, 
but the extent of this coloration is variable. They 
have cold olive-brown upperparts that similar to 
Gray-cheeked, but different from Hermit and Veery. 
Virtually any sized woodlot or treeline can host 
them during migration, and they almost always 
outnumber Gray-cheeked and Veery. A good 
method for locating Swainson’s Thrush is to listen 
for their soft calls and rising song, both of which 
are quite different from the other three species.

Hermit Thrush: Perhaps the most familiar to Indiana 
birders, the Hermit Thrush hops around in the open more 
frequently than the other species, and is the only one seen 
during the winter months. A rusty colored tail, thin white 
eyering, and dense black or dark brown spotting on the 
upper breast with well-defined dark malar stripes are its 
defining features. The Hermit Thrush differs in migration 
timing compared to the other 3 species, becoming common 
throughout the state in April and early May, but largely 
disappearing by the latter half of May when Swainson’s,  
Gray-cheeked, and Veery peak. In the fall, it isn’t common  
until October. An often mentioned field mark for Hermit is their 
habit of flicking their wings and tail before slowing lowering 
them. Be aware that other Catharus will do this occasionally, 
so it’s more of a nervous habit than a strong species indicator. 
In the winter, Hermit Thrush is a sought-after addition to 
Christmas Bird Counts, when it can be found feeding on 
a variety of berry bushes near sources of open water.
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STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION
From late October through early April, any Catharus 
thrush seen in Indiana is almost certainly a Hermit. 
Because they are more cold-tolerant and can easily 
survive on a diet of berries, Hermit Thrush win-
ters farther north than the other species, and is an 
uncommon winter bird in the central and southern 
parts of the state. Additionally, they migrate earlier 
in spring and later in fall compared to others in 
the genus. Veery is the only species that breeds in 
Indiana, found primarily in rich forests with a dense 
understory in the northern third of the state. From 
late April through May and September through 
early October, any of the four species are possi-
ble. Swainson’s is the most abundant, while Gray-
cheeked and Veery are usually much less common. 
Due to their secretive nature, it’s a good idea to 
learn their vocalizations since you’ll hear many 
more Gray-cheeked and Veery than you’ll see.

SONGS AND CALLS
While it’s not uncommon to hear a Catharus thrush 
singing during migration, especially in the ear-
ly morning or late evening, their most common 
vocalizations are single-note calls. Thankfully, 
these are distinctive, though variable. Veery’s call 
is a low-pitched descending rendition of their 
name, “veer,” with an emphasis on the first conso-
nant. Gray-cheeked is similar, but higher-pitched 
and more piercing. like a squealing “seer.” Her-
mit has several common calls, including a low 
“chup” and breathy “hree,” while Swainson’s is 
perhaps the most distinctive, sounding almost 
like a spring peeper. The songs of each are also 
unique and are best learned by listening to re-
cordings. There are many online resources for this, 
including xeno-canto and the Macaulay Library.

FLIGHT CALLS
Each spring and fall, while the rest of the world 
sleeps, millions of migrating birds make incred-
ible nocturnal flights overhead. Some of them 
can be heard calling, which presents a new op-
portunity for birders looking to advance their ID 
skills. Unlike most songbirds, many Catharus flight 
calls can be identified without the use of spectro-
grams. These calls are somewhat similar to their 
diurnal calls, but differences exist and intraspe-
cies variation complicates matters. Oldbird.org, 
created by Bill Evans and Michael O’Brien, is a 
good place to begin learning about flight calls. 

Example recordings can be found at old-
bird.org/pubs/fcmb/start.htm

Gray-cheeked 
Thrush: This thrush 

is less common 
than Swainson’s 
even during 
its migration 
peaks in mid to 
late May and 

September. The 
key to identifying 

Gray-cheeked Thrush 
is based more on field 

marks that are not present 
than those that are. They lack 

the buffy spectacles, cheek, and throat of Swainson’s, the 
rusty tail and wings of Hermit, and the warm reddish-brown 
upperside of Veery. Additional things to look for include a 
subtle kinglet-like eyering which is widest behind the eye, 
dense brown (not black) spotting on the upper breast, and 
extensive gray on the flanks. Gray-cheeked is the largest 
Catharus, but this is rarely noticeable in the field. Like Veery, 
the Gray-cheeked Thrush prefers areas with especially dense 
understory and is less likely than Hermit or Swainson's to 
show up in small parks or isolated treelines and backyards. 

Veery: Veery is the 
only Catharus that 
breeds in Indiana, 
being found in 
well-forested areas 
in the northern 
part of the state. 
Good places to 
look for them 
during the summer 
include Indiana 
Dunes National Park, 
Potato Creek State Park, 
and Pigeon River FWA. Given a 
good look, identifying Veery is typically straightforward 
due to its rich cinnamon brown back and blurry breast 
spots. Unfortunately, viewing conditions are usually less 
than ideal in the field, given the bird's habit of hunkering 
down in the dark understory. Pay attention to the amount 
of contrast between the reddish-brown upper side and 
pale gray belly, in addition to the “blank” face lacking a 
distinct pattern. The song of the Veery is one of the most 
celebrated of all songbirds, and anyone who’s unfamiliar 
should go online and listen to recordings. Besides putting 
you in a good mood, it’s a great way to identify them 
without fighting through their undergrowth fortress!
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BIRD ID QUIZ
How well do you know Indiana's little brown birds? Send your 
answers to anniewaguirre@gmail.com. Those who get all 8 
sparrow IDs correct will have a chance to win brand-new IAS 
swag in our prize drawing!

CAN YOU NAME ALL 8 SPARROWS?

Need help sorting out sparrows? Sign up for our  
Sparrow ID Workshop Sept. 14 at indianaudubon/event
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