BirD I1s THE WORD: SWAINSON’S THRUSH
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Many arefamiliar withtheAmerican
Robin and Eastern Bluebird, popular
songbirdsstegped inAmerican culture
and conscience. But what of other
membersof thethrushfamily? Mostin
North Americaaretheantithesisof their
famousrusty-breasted cousins, deep
woodland denizens, skulkersgarbedin
subdued earth tones of the shady forest
understory. For what they lack in color,
thedrab woodland thrushesmorethan
makeup for it with hauntingly beautiful,
unforgettableethereal songs. The
Swainson’'sThrushisonesuch bird.

TheSwainson’sThrushisfairly typical
of the North American woodland
thrushes. Indeed, itisoften confused with
itssmilar-looking kin, the Veery and
Gray-cheeked, Bickndll’s, Hermit and
Wood Thrush. It standsapart fromits
relativesinthat it sportsbuffy “ spec-
tacles’ that encircleitseyesand has
ggnificantly longer wing festhersto
fecilitateitslong distance migrationfrom
wintering groundsasfar south asArgen-
tinatoitsbreeding rangeasfar north as
Newfoundland andAlaska. Onthistwice
annud trek, many Swainson’s Thrush
travel through southwest Florida. Num-
bersof Swainson’sThrushesare currently
moving through the Sunshine State asthis
articlegoesto print.

{

Hermit Thrush’ssong. Luckily, theword asofindsmeaninginthe
pretty song of theclosealy related Swainson’s Thrush. Thebird's
specific name, ustulatus, trandatesas* burnt” or “scorched” and refers
toashinparticular. Though Swainson’sThrush may sometimesbe
found nesting on the edges of burnt boreal forest, ustulatusrefersto
Thethrush’'scommon name, given by theashy, cold olive-gray color that predominatesin the bird’s plumage.

Nuttall in 1840, isin honor of early 19"
century Englishornithologist, William
Swainson. Asfor itsLatinor scientific
name, Catharus ustulatus, it isnot so
clearly defined. Catharushasitsorigins
inthe Greek, katharos, meaning “pure’.
Thisword wasused by Pallasin naming
therelated Hermit Thrushin 1811. It
refersto the clear mel odic quality of the

If lucky, onemay hear the voi ce of the Swainson’s Thrush, astirring,
spirding flute-likesong that liltsup thescale. Morecommonly,
Swainson’s Thrush utter ashort Spring Peeper-like, “ bwee”.

Swainson's Thrush, likethe other woodland thrushes mentioned earlier,
arenocturna migrants. So, next timeyou happen to be out after dark
inthe spring, cast an ear upward and listen for theriver of migrants
flowing north overheard. You may just be ableto pick out the*pure,
burnt” songster, the Swainson’s Thrush.
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