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SPECIMEN EVIDENCE FOR THE OCCURRENCE OF BOTH
GRAY-CHEEKED AND BICKNELL’S THRUSHES IN FLORIDA

GLEN E. WOOLFENDEN AND JON S. GREENLAW
Archbold Biological Station, Lake Placid, Florida 33852

Abstract.—After determining how to distinguish the two species, we searched cer-
tain museum collections for study skins of Gray-cheeked and Bicknell’s thrushes from
Florida. We found many skins of the Gray-cheeked Thrush, but in the museums we
checked, we found only four skins of Bicknell’s Thrush. These four specimens were in two
out-of-state museums and at Archbold Biological Station in Florida.

To date the bird species known to have occurred in Florida have
been based on verifiable evidence (Robertson and Woolfenden 1992,
FOS Records Committee, pers. comm.). Thus, for all species on the list,
tangible evidence (e.g., specimen, photograph, sound recording) exists
in an institution where it can be examined by anyone. Recently, the
“gray-cheeked thrush” complex (Catharus minimus sensu AOU Check-
list 1983 and earlier) was split into two species (AOU 1998), however
only limited verifiable evidence for the occurrence of either species in
Florida can be found in the literature. We examined study skins of the
two species that constitute the gray-cheeked thrush complex that had
been collected in Florida and are housed in institutions within and out-
side the state. Of special interest to us was whether or not any speci-
mens of Bicknell’s Thrush existed, and if so, whether any resided in
collections in Florida.

METHODS

We borrowed Florida specimens of the gray-cheeked thrush complex from the Na-
tional Museum of Natural History (USNM, 8), Field Museum of Natural History
(FMNH, 9), University of Michigan Museum of Zoology (UMMZ, 2), Florida Museum of
Natural history (UF, 12), and Tall Timbers Research Station (TTRS, 11). We also exam-
ined thrushes of this complex housed at Archbold Biological Station (GEW, 11). The
specimens we examined are listed in Appendix 1. From the Museum of Comparative Zo-
ology, we borrowed 10 specimens of Bicknell’s Thrush collected on the breeding grounds.

Lowther et al. (2001) summarized the features used to distinguish the two species;
these are based especially on work done by Phillips (1991), Pyle (1997), Lane and
Jaramillo (2000), and Marshall (2001). Some of these authors mentioned color differences.
Although perhaps useful for identifying living birds, we were unable to use bare part col-
ors to identify dead specimens. We also found that plumage color varied too much to be
useful. For example, we examined two specimens that had reddish remiges, a feature of
Bicknell’s Thrush, which from other characters seemed to be Gray-cheeked Thrushes.

Certain of the measurements Lowther et al. (2001) listed we found useful for identi-
fying the two species. Other measurements were not useful. For example, based on com-
paring the measurements of the tail length of the 10 Bicknell’s Thrushes collected on

93



94 FLORIDA FIELD NATURALIST

the breeding grounds with published measurements used to distinguish the two species,
we consider tail measurements useless for distinguishing them.

The measurements we found most useful were associated with the wing. These were
wing chord, the ratio of primary extension to tertial extension, distance from the tip of
primary 8 to the tip of primary 1, and distance from the tip of primary 8 to the tip of pri-
mary 6. The first measures folded wing-length (Bicknell’s Thrushes are relatively short-
winged), the second and third measure extension of the outer wing beyond the inner
wing (Bicknell’s Thrushes exhibit relatively short outer-wing extensions), and the
fourth measures wing-tip shape (Bicknell’s Thrushes have relatively rounded wings).
The relatively long, attenuated, and pointed wings in the Gray-cheeked Thrush proba-
bly are associated with its longer migrations.

We examined the measurements from the standpoints of overall ranges and overlaps
in both sexes combined, and of ranges and 95 percent confidence limits (Ouellet 1993)
segregated by sex. Our determinations were based on congruence of our judgments from
these different perspectives.

RESULTS

Appendix 1 lists the 54 specimens of the gray-cheeked thrush com-
plex collected in Florida that we examined, and for each we list the wing
measurements we used for species identification. We arranged these
specimens in descending order of their wing chord measurement. Table
1 lists the four wing measurements we used and gives the ranges of
these measurements for the two species as listed in Lowther et al.
(2001), and for the Florida specimens we examined. We determined that
47 of the specimens were Gray-cheeked Thrushes and four were Bick-
nell’s Thrushes, with three (TTRS 900, GEW 3738, FMNH 352174) left
as undetermined because they were intermediate in measurements.

DISCUSSION

Where the Florida specimens were collected supports our identifi-
cations. The Gray-cheeked Thrush migrates throughout eastern and
central North America east of the Rocky Mountains (map in Sibley

Table 1. Wing measurements (mm) of Gray-cheeked and Bicknell’s thrushes.
P/T, refers to the ratio of primary extension to tertial extension (see footnote,
Appendix 1).

Species/source Wing chord P8-P6 diff P8-P1 diff P/T,
C. minimus’ 93.0-109.0 5.0-10.0 27.0-35.0 0.84-1.33
C. minimus, FL only 94.0-106.0 6.0-10.5 26.0-35.0 0.94-1.61
(Appendix 1)

C. bicknelli, FL only 89.5-93.0 4.5-7.0 23.0-25.5 0.92-1.00
(Appendix 1)

C. bicknelli* 80.0-100.0 3.0-7.0 24.0-29.0 0.64-1.10

Difference (diff) ranges are from Lowther et al. 2001; ratio values (ranges) are from
Lane and Jaramillo 2000.
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2001) and winters in northern South America east of the Andes. Appar-
ently most individuals migrate through Mexico or over the Gulf of Mex-
ico. In Florida gray-cheeked thrushes of either species are rare in the
interior of the peninsula (Robertson and Woolfenden 1992). Most of the
47 Florida Gray-cheeked Thrush specimens came from counties in the
northern peninsula or panhandle. Sixteen were collected at a TV tower
in Leon County, which lies in the eastern panhandle (Crawford 1981).
Only 11 specimens were from counties along the Atlantic coast (Volu-
sia, Dade, Monroe). Some of these 11 specimens, especially those from
Monroe County, could have been Gulf migrants blown off-course to the
east. During spring migration many North American breeding birds
that winter in South and Middle America land on the Dry Tortugas
during inclement weather, namely frontal storms that come through
Florida from the north and west. All four specimens collected at the Dry
Tortugas during spring were identified as Gray-cheeked Thrushes.

Bicknell’s Thrushes migrate through eastern North America east
of the Appalachians and winter in the Greater Antilles (map in Sibley
2001). During fall migration Bicknell’s Thrushes are said to depart
North America from the mid-Atlantic states and the Carolinas and fly
over the ocean to the Greater Antilles. During spring migration, Bick-
nell’s Thrushes apparently appear regularly in southeastern United
States including Florida (Rimmer 2001). All four Florida specimens,
three collected in spring, one in fall, came from counties along the At-
lantic coast (Nassau, Brevard, Dade).

Almost all members of the gray-cheeked thrush complex that mi-
grate through Florida pass through during April-May and September-
October (Stevenson and Anderson 1994). If any differences in migra-
tion dates between the two species exist, we have not found them. All
the spring specimens of both species that we examined occurred during
the two months mentioned. With the exception of one Bicknell’s
Thrush, all the fall specimens occurred within the two months men-
tioned. The one exception is the Bicknell’s Thrush collected 5 Novem-
ber in Dade County, which lies at the southeastern tip of the peninsula.
The possibility exists that this individual continued moving south
along a mainland route into Florida, or that it was displaced by east-
erly winds from an offshore route over the Atlantic Ocean in the region
of the Bahama Islands.

We make no comment on the validity of Bicknell’s Thrush as a spe-
cies separate from the Gray-cheeked Thrush. Our results, if valid, hold
even if the two populations are considered subspecies of one species.

The taxonomic history of these two distinct members of the gray-
cheeked thrush complex began in the late 1800s. Discovered in 1881,
Bicknell’s Thrush was described and classified as a subspecies of the
Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus minimus) by Ridgway (1882), and it
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remained as a subspecies until 1998 when it was deemed by the check-
list committee of the American Ornithologists’ Union to be a separate
species (AOU 1998). The decision was based especially on work by
Henri Ouellet (1993). The Gray-cheeked Thrush (C. minimus, sensu
stricto) breeds in stunted boreal coniferous forest and tall taiga scrub
across all of Canada, Alaska (map in Lowther et al. 2001), and into
eastern Siberia. Bicknell’s Thrush (C. bicknelli) has a restricted range.
It breeds in dense taiga undergrowth in southeastern Quebec and por-
tions of the Maritime Provinces and discontinuously in the mountains
of New England south to southern New York (map in Rimmer et al.
2001; Lambert et al. 2005).

Wallace (1939), who was one of the first to study this complex,
listed two specimens of Bicknell’s Thrush from Florida, one from Eau
Gallie, Brevard County, housed at the University of Michigan (UMMZ
43531), and one from Nassau County, housed at the Field Museum of
Natural History (FMNH 70076). We examined both of these specimens
and agree with Wallace’s determinations. These two specimens are the
first records of Bicknell’s Thrush from Florida. Phillips (1991), who ap-
parently tentatively considered Bicknell’s Thrush to be a separate spe-
cies—he listed it as “(?)Catharus bicknelli”—mentioned a specimen
from St. George Is, Franklin County, in the collection at TTRS, but he
gave no museum number, and Bent (1949) mentioned a specimen of
Bicknell’s Thrush from the north Floridian coast taken 3 May, but he
provided no further data.

Recently Brand et al. (in press) reported on two Bicknell’s Thrushes
netted in the Florida Keys. These individuals, captured on Key Largo,
were photographed, measured, banded and released. Bird #1, netted 8
May 2002, had the following wing measurements (mm): wing chord 91;
p8-p6, 4; p8-pl, 24. Bird #2, netted 11 May 2002, had the following
wing measurements: wing chord, 93.5 (each wing); p8-p6, 1; p8-pl,
26.2. Evans (1994) distinguished the two species in the gray-cheeked
thrush complex by nocturnal flight calls. On 6 May 1989 and 13-16 May
1991 along the Atlantic coast in Brevard County, Florida, Evans re-
corded calls that he decided were made by Bicknell’s Thrushes. If cor-
rect, these two reports support the opinion that Bicknell’s Thrushes
move along the east coast of Florida during spring migration.

Lee (1995) examined specimens of the gray-cheeked thrush com-
plex from North Carolina and had results similar to ours. He found 23
Gray-cheeked Thrushes and one Bicknell’s Thrush (USNM 357650).
McNair and Post (1993) identified two specimens of Bicknell’s
Thrushes from South Carolina. We know of no investigation that docu-
ments the occurrence of gray-cheeked thrushes in Georgia.

Based on the extent of the breeding ranges of the two species, the
Gray-cheeked Thrush must be a far more abundant bird than Bick-
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nell’s Thrush. This suggests that the Gray-cheeked Thrush should out-
number Bicknell’s Thrush in Florida as well.

In conclusion, specimens exist to confirm the occurrence of both the
Gray-cheeked Thrush and Bicknell’s Thrush in Florida. The Gray-
cheeked Thrush is recorded by numerous specimens, including some in
museums in Florida (Florida Museum of Natural history, Tall Timbers
Research Station, Archbold Biological Station). Bicknell’s Thrush, in
contrast, is represented by only four Florida specimens, two housed
out-of-state at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago
(FMNH 70076) and at the University of Michigan Museum of Zoology
(UMMZ 43531) in Ann Arbor. These are referred to in Wallace’s (1939)
classic work of more than half a century ago. The other two are housed
at Archbold Biological Station (GEW 6000 and GEW 6002).
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