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The Common Grackle (Quiscalus quiscula) is common in eastern North America,
and since the 1970s has steadily spread west. It now breeds as far west as eastern
British Columbia and central New Mexico, and records of vagrants elsewhere in the
West have increased (Peer and Bollinger 1997, Jaramillo and Burke 1999). Northern
populations are migratory, Great Lakes populations moving 1000 km on average
(Dolbeer 1982). In this note, we document the first record of the Common Grackle
for Sonora and summarize the status of the species in Mexico.

As part of the annual Alamos Christmas Bird Count, we, with Deirdre O’Connell
and John Gorey, stopped at the Alamos landfill (26° 59° 52° N, 108° 56" 01* W) on
17 December 2017, 15:10, where Harter spotted an immature Common Grackle.
Recognizing the species’ rarity, we immediately obtained photos. Over the next two
days, the bird was seen by 15 observers and was last reported on 18 December. It
was feeding in trash with a flock of Bronzed Cowbirds (Molothrus aeneus). The flock
occasionally flew into the edges of nearby tropical deciduous forest. Field identification
was based on the grackle’s being slightly larger than the Bronzed Cowbirds, having a
longer tail and heavier bill (Figure 1), and having an iridescent blue-green head, neck,
and upper chest that contrasted strongly with the iridescent bronzed body. The tail and
wings showed an iridescent purple tinge (Figure 2). The bronze body color identifies
the subspecies as Q. g. versicolor, the Bronzed Grackle (Pyle 1997, Jaramillo and
Burke 1999), which accounts for all records of vagrant Common Grackles west of
the Rocky Mountains (Peer and Bollinger 1997). The bird was in its year of hatch-
ing (immature) by the dull brown eye, which only showed a hint of yellow in certain
lights (see Pyle 1997).

This species is a late fall migrant; records of fall vagrants extend as late as mid
December, merging into those of wintering (Hamilton et al. 2007b, Rosenberg et
al. 2011). As this individual was likely not looked for after 18 December (David
MacKay pers. comm.), we cannot know if it was a late fall migrant or attempted to
overwinter. The Common Grackle shows a pattern of vagrancy in the southwestern
United States just north of Sonora. There have been 33 records in Arizona through
2014 (Rosenberg et al. 2017), of which roughly half represent fall migrants scat-
tered throughout the state, and roughly a sixth are from lowland southern Arizona in
winter. California had 100 records as of 2015 (Searcy et al. 2018). In New Mexico,
the species breeds in the northern and central parts of the state but winters largely
farther east, though it is regular in winter in west Texas (Jaramillo and Burke 1999)
and flocks have been found in winter in southern New Mexico, mainly along the Rio
Grande (www.eBird.org, accessed 26 March 2018). We are unaware of any prior
records for Sonora, where the Common Grackle was not reported by Russell and
Monson (1998). Neither are there reports via www.eBird.org or www.iNaturalist.org
or any known to H. Goémez de Silva (pers. comm.). We know of four prior records
from western Mexico, three from El Rosario, Baja California, of one 9-21 January
1996 (Erickson et al. 2001), one 21 February 2003 (Hamilton et al. 2003), and two
26-27 December 2006, of which one continued until 26 February 2007 (Hamilton
et al. 2007a). The fourth is from Rancho El Descanso ~43 km east of El Rosario,
12 December 2000 (Hamilton et al. 2001). The species has been reported multiple
times in northeastern Mexico (Howell and Webb 1995), but we are only aware of a
single well-documented report prior to 2018, of one photographed (fide H. Gémez
de Silva) in Gémez Farias, Tamaulipas, on 24 January 2014 (www.eBird.org).
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Flgure 2. Thls Common Grackle at Alamos Sonora, 17 December 2017 showed
the characteristic plumage pattern of the Bronzed Grackle, subspecies versicolor,
with brownish body plumage and a contrasting bluish hood (macaulaylibrary.org/
asset/79010691).

Photo by David Vander Pluym

Thanks to Richard A. Erickson, who provided us with information on the Baja
California records, and to Héctor Gomez de Silva, who examined the Tamaulipas
photograph. We thank David MacKay for hosting and compiling the Alamos Christmas
Bird Count. We also thank Daniel D. Gibson, Robert A. Hamilton, and Andrew B.
Johnson for helpful reviews that further improved the manuscript.

Figure 1. Common Grackle foraging among Bronzed Cowbirds at Alamos, Sonora,
17 December 2017. Note the long, stout bill (macaulaylibrary.org/asset/81984001).

Photo by Lauren B. Harter
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