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On the afternoon on October 10, 2009, I was walking along

the seawall in Stanley Park, Vancouver, when I observed a

medium-sized sparrow near the Vancouver Aquarium that I

was not able to immediately identify. At first it gave the ap-

pearance of a female House Sparrow (Passer domesticus) with

the body shape of a longspur or Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax

nivalis). A literature review later indicated it was likely a

McCown’s Longspur (Calcarius mccownii), and subsequent

observations at sunrise the following morning confirmed the

identification (With 1994; Rising 1996; Sibley 2000). It was

separated from other species of longspur by its large pinkish

bill, cinnamon-coloured median coverts with no whitish or

buff edges, lack of streaking on the sides and breast, plain

colouration, broad supercilium, and the large amount of white

present in the rectrices (present in all but the centre rectrices).

The bird was thought to be an immature female due to the

greater amount of wear in the primary coverts compared to the

greater coverts, pointed rectrices, lack of black in the breast or

crown, dark brown shaft streaks in the light brown crown, and

a lack of a rufous base to the median coverts (Pyle 1997). The

bird was well observed over six days, October 10–15, and

many photographs were obtained showing all of the main

identifying features (Figure 1).

The bird foraged almost exclusively along a narrow

strip of grass and dirt between the bicycle and walking

paths along the sea wall. It was not alarmed by the close

approach of people, on several occasions allowing peo-

ple to approach within 1 m. It occasionally flew onto the

raised wall separating the sea wall from the ocean, or (dur-

ing low tide) down to the exposed rocks below. It was also

noted to have flown across the bay to Devonian Harbour

Park and onto a boat in the harbour. Commercial bird seed

was placed in the area, however the bird appeared inter-

ested only in seeds from the grasses and weeds growing

along the strip.

McCown’s Longspur breeds and winters in the short

grass prairie region of North America (With 1994). It cur-

rently breeds from southern Alberta and Saskatchewan,

south through Wyoming, North Dakota, Montana, Ne-

braska, and Colorado, and winters from northern Mexico

through Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, and Kan-
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Figure 1. McCown’s Longspur at Stanley Park, Vancou-

ver, photographed on 2009 October 11. Photos: Mike

Boyd.
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sas. The breeding range has shrunken drastically over the

last 100 years, as it formerly nested south to Oklahoma and

east to Manitoba, Minnesota and South Dakota. Vagrants

have been known from Arkansas, California, Idaho, Indi-

ana, Iowa, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Missouri,

Nevada, Oregon, Tennessee, Utah, Ontario and British

Columbia (With 1994).

There are four accepted records (Table 1) of McCown’s

Longspur for British Columbia (Campbell et al. 2001;

Toochin and Fenneman 2008). One additional record from

Okanagan Landing in 1926 lacks details and is consideed

to be hypothetical by Cannings et al. (1987). Three of the

four records are between 1888-1939, with one recent record

(2002) at Parsons. All four records are of birds observed in

late spring or early summer, and are considered to be spring

overshoots (Roberson 1980). The current record is the first

in the past seven years, the second in the previous sev-

enty, the first fall record, and the first of an individual stay-

ing for more than one day.
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Date Location Comments

1887 June 1 Chilliwack Male taken in a natural prairie.

1890 June 20 Chilliwack Two females taken in the same 
location as previous record.

1930 May 29 Tabacco Plains Female specimen taken.

2002 May 24 Parsons

Table 1. Records of McCown's Longspur in British Columbia.
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