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In a departure from normal practice, we present
a technical analysis of the 2020 ABA Bird of the Year
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gylized birds crested a the whims of
atidic license But | dso redly like
it when caicaurized birds hae some
semblance of accuracy, and even more 0
when it comes to age and sex. Such is the
case with Tony Fitzparick's “ Communion of
Waxwings” the of cid art for the 2020 ABA
Bird of the Year, depicting Cedar Waxwings.
There, now, I've given away the species
identity, but this was quite goparent, wasn't
it? These are obvioudy waxwings,
and, in dl respects, nat Bohemian
Waxwings, right on down to
thedark primery covertsand
f ne white fringing to the
inner webs of thetertias.
Classif cation of age
and s in Cedar
Waxwings is
somewhat

I 'm afan of contemporary art, including

complicated, necessitating evauation of both
categoriesinteractively. Inthiscase, it would be
niceif theNavgo pinwhedswerecoded to age
and se; and, if that werethe case, it wouldn't
surprise me, given the sentient avarenessf rat
peopleshad of their naturad surroundings. But
we present-day domesticated birderswill have
to rely on the depicted plumage festures.

We can dart with their not being juveniles,
by thelr nice bright plumage and lack of blurry
dresks to the breest. We dl know the juve-
nileplumagefairly wel, asthe
Cedar Waxwingisone
of many spedesin
North America
which migrate
avgy from
nad stes

to undergo their ’
preformetive molts (Pyle et

| d. 2018); precticdly spesking, this means

we often see juveniles in migrant fdl
f ocks Followingthesemolts, both f rgt-
winter (formative) and older (def nitive
| basic) adult birds ressmble esch
other in body plumage Our festured
waxwings gopear to be edting winter
berries, possbly of honeysuckle
s (if in the Eagt), toyon (if in the
West), or pyracantha (if dong a
= ) freeway). In any case, by winter
“ themoltsaredone, and wecan
assumetha our waxwings are exhibiting
either fresh formetive or fresh def nitive basic
plumege.

In some Species, it's better to determine age
before turning to sex, while in others, like the
Cedar Waxwing, thereverseisthebetter course.
Whether in formative or basc plumegg the
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Featured “ Photo.” Thisis a painting of
Cedar Waxwings, of course, but the birds
can also be aged and sexed. See text for

: analysis. Drawing and
collage by © Tony Fitzpatrick.

throas of femdes
hae a reduced
amount  of blackish,
~_ wheress thoe of mdes
are more fully black, with
little if any overlgp in this
character. So in our cover
piece, the femde is the bird with
theberry, ontheleft.
Nowit getsmorefun. Asnicely
documented 50 years ago by
Bob Yunick (1970), the number of waxy tips
to the secondaries of Cedar Waxwings varies
with age and sex, ranging from, out of nine
secondaries, 0-3 with these tips in formative
femdes, 1-7 in adult femdes, 0-7 in formative
maes, and 3-9in adult maes. Looking closdly
a our subject birds, | count Six waxy tipson
the secondaries of the femde and f ve on the
mae. Accordingly, and dong with the nice
broad yelow tip to thetall (discussed below),
the six waxy tips on the femde indicates an
adult. But what of the mae? Here, f ve waxy
tips can occur in both age groups, so we must

Jin the online conversation:
aba.org/magazine



turn to another character, in this case the

rectrices (tail feathers).

In most birds, the juvenile rectrices grown
in the nest are narrower and more tapered
than those of adults. Breadth and fullness in
terms of barb density are sacrificed for quicker
fledging—and less time for predation (see
Nick Minor’s report, “Predators may explain
awkward avian teens,” Birding, Aug. 2019, pp.
22-23). In contrast, adults can take their time
during the relaxing period of prebasic molt.
This is the case in Cedar Waxwings, with
the yellow tips in first-winter birds averaging
duller and narrower than in adults. In the mid-
1990s, I measured the width of the yellow
tips to the rectrices in each age/sex group,
and found ranges of 0.0-4.5 mm in formative
females, 3.5-7.0 mm in adult females, 3.0-7.0
mm in formative males, and 5.0-9.0 mm in
adult males. So I enlarged Tony Fitzpatrick’s
piece on my computer monitor to approximate

life size, and measured yellow tail tips of ~6.5

mm on the female and ~4.8 mm on the male.
This further supports definitive basic plumage
for the female, but indicates formative plumage
and a first-year male—the latter already
showing the namesake “wax” wings.

Sexual selection in birds often has an age-
related component. With regard to waxwings,
my hypothesis is that either sex chooses mates
not only of the same age, if available, but also
with characters which match or exceed their
own in the spectrum of within-sex variation.
In other words, females of relatively vibrant
plumage tend to choose mates with similarly
robust plumage features. That the female’s
yellow tail tip in the artwork is broader than
the male’s goes counter to this, and could
indicate a skewed sex ratio in favor of females,
as we see In some bird populations. Females
by necessity might choose younger males.

Or, perhaps, it’s just what happens in
vibrant cities, especially among those in the

contemporary art milieu.

Supplemental photos—Cedar Waxwings
of differing ages and sexes.

A. This formative (first-winter) female shows
little black to the throat and no red waxy tips
to the secondaries, along with dull and narrow
yellow tips to the tail. San Mateo County,
California; Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna
Pomeroy.

B. A formative male (left) shows dull yellow
rectrix tips and lacks waxuy tips to the
secondaries. However, he has a broader and
more-extensive black throat patch than the
adult female (right), which also shows two or
more waxy tips. San Mateo County, California;
Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.

C. This female (with reduced black on the
throat) shows broad yellow tail tips and
several waxy tips, indicating an adult. San
Mateo County, California; Jan. &4, 2019.
Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.

D. This appears to be an adult, with bright
plumage overall; the wing feathers are fully
barbed, and rectrix tips are broad and bright
yellow. At this angle, the throat is difficult

to evaluate for sex, but this appearsto be a
male. The berries are of toyon (Heteromeles
arbutifolia), also known in California as
Christmas berry. San Mateo County, California;
Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.
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he Cedar Waxwing isone of themost easily ID’d birdsin

North America Put apair of themin afruiting tree, and

you would be without excuse for misdentifying them. But
what if you were asked to tell mae from fema e? Second-yeer

from after-second-year? I n an gppreciation of Tony Fitzpatrick's

brilliant waxwing art, bird ID guru Peter Pyle providesa
technical and readable assessment of the moltsand plumages
of Bombydlla cedrarum, the 2020 ABA Bird of the Yeer.

Flip back to p. 22 for Pyle's
andysis. Also, go onlinefor further
discussion of the birds—and

even the berries—in Fitzpatrick's
“Communion of Waxwings.”

» * < Join the online discussion
. about the Featured Photo:

..+ aba.org/magazine
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