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Purple Sandpiper (basic plumage) (Calidris maritima)
18 December 1988 some high overcast but mostly clear; cool; breezy 2:30-2:45 pm
Highway 82 about two kilometers west of Holly Beach, Cameron Parish, Louisiana
other observers: Steve Cardiff, Donna Dittmann, Peter Scott

When Donna found the third state record of this species on the west
jetty at the mouth of the Calcasieu River the previous day on the Sabine
Christmas Bird Count, it prompted other observers to look along Holly Beach
to see if there might be another one there. It turned out that there was,
‘because this bird was found during the Johnsons Bayou Christmas Bird Count
(even though it was outside of the circle!) the next day by someone unknown
to me. The bird was hanging around on the rocks just below where there is a
large pull-out about where the highway begins running right along the beach.
Because there were fairly few rocks exposed at high tide. We easily found
the bird and watched it sit around and forage for about fifteen minutes
before it picked up and flew about a half-mile to the east to land out on an
old pier. We left once it moved to this new spot because it was too far out
for us to get good views. While in front of us, we were able to approach to
within 15 meters of the bird while we had the mid-afternoon sun at our
backs; in all, the viewing conditions were excellent. | used my 10 X 40
binoculars and my 22 X wide-angle scope to make the observations.

This bird looked almost identical to the Rock Sandpipers (C.
ptilocnemis) that | have seen several of in a comparable plumage; in fact,
the only real difference between this bird and the Rock Sandpipers was that
this bird had relatively bright, almost orangish-yellow, legs. This bird had
the same squat appearance with short, stout legs and a long, slightly drooped
bill that is shown by the Rock Sandpiper. The head was a relatively even,
dark gray. There was a small whitish spot in the supraloral area and a thin,
but irregular eyering (seeming heaviest around the top-rear corner of the
eye). The eye itself was dark. The gray of the face continued across the
throat to about the upper breast in a relatively unmarked fashion. From here,
it started becoming more and more mottled with white; at first it was
mostly gray with some whitish speckling, but by the. lower breast it was
more like dark gray speckling on a white ground color. The lower belly was
white, but the flanks were heavily patterned. Nearest the wings there were
bold, blackish chevrons, but lower down it looked more like thin, black
streaks. The undertail coverts were also patterned with streaks and
chevrons. The upperparts were a dark gray with some darker markings on the
feathers causing a somewhat mottled appearance. On the back and scapular
feathers it appeared to be the feather centers that were the darkest. The
wing coverts and tertials were quite dark centered (almost black), with fine,
sharply demarcated, white edges; these edges did not seem quite as broad
and were more crisp than | remember on basic plumaged Rock Sandpiper. The
rump was also quite dark centered and connected the dark gray lower back




with a blackish tail; the sides of the rump were white, but this was not all

that extensive. In flight a prominent white wingstripe was visible across
the wing coverts. The bill was quite long for a bird of this size, and as noted
above, was slightly drooped near the tip. The bill was mostly blackish but
had some orangish-yellow near the base (especially on the lower mandible).

On at least one occasion when the bird flew it gave a call which
sounded about intermediate between that of a Dunlin (C. alpina) and that of a
Western Sandpiper (C. mauri) , namely a relatively high pitched "chreek”.-

Finally 1 should note that this was a life bird for me, but that | have
seen quite a few Rock Sandpipers (mostly alternate-plumaged birds in Alaska
but also several basic-plumaged individuals in California).
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