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Dark  Sharp-shinned  Hawk  Accipiter  striatus  from

California  is  melanistic
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Patten  &  Wilson  (1996)  reported  a  dark  Sharp-shinned  Hawk
Accipiter  striatus  that  was  represented  as  a  colour  morph  previ-
ously  unknown  for  this  species  (Bildstein  &  Meyer  2000).  The
claim  was  based  on  two  photographs  of  a  perched  juvenile
female,  one  included  as  their  Fig.  1,  taken  in  1994  by  JCW  in
southern  California.  Clark  &  Wheeler  (1997)  disagreed  that  this
hawk  was  a  dark  morph  and  opined  that  it  was  a  dark  individual
of  the  dark  Pacific  Northwest  subspecies  A.  s.  perobscurus.  That
possibility  was  denied  by  Dickerman  (2004),  who,  after  examin-  Figure  1.  Melanistic  Sharp-
ing  the  original  slides,  could  not  determine  'if  it  is  a  morph,  a  shinned  Hawk  Accipiter

-,  Ti  1  .  1  .  11  ii.il/--i  sfnah/s,  southern  California,
phase,  or,  more  likely,  simply  stained,  but  the  bird  definitely  can-  ^994  (John  C  Wilson)
not  be  identified  as  perobscurus.'

MAP  and  WSC  met  recently  and  studied  the  original  photographs,  as  Clark  &  Wheeler
(1997)  had  only  seen  the  published  photo.  We  now  agree  that  the  hawk  was  not  A.  s.  perob-
scurus,  nor  was  it  a  'dark  morph',  a  term  we  feel  applies  best  to  a  plumage  persistent  in  a
population  rather  than  just  aberrancy.  We  instead  feel  that  the  bird  best  fits  the  description
'melanistic'.  Similar  aberrant  plumages  have  been  described  as  melanistic  for  many  bird
species,  for  example:  Pileated  Woodpecker  Dryocopus  pileatus  (Short  1965),  Tree  Swallow
Tachycineta  bicolor  (Campbell  &  Siddle  2006),  Blackcap  Sylvia  atricapilla  (Berthold  et  al.  1996),
and  Cory's  Shearwater  Calonectris  diomedea  (Bried  et  al.  2005).  It  has  also  been  used  to
describe  aberrant  plumages  in  raptors,  for  example:  Northern  Harrier  Circus  hudsonius
(Howell  et  al.  1992,  Olson  &  Osborn  2000),  Osprey  Pandion  haliaetus  (Clark  1998)  and  Black-
breasted  Buzzard  (Eagle)  Geranoaetus  melanoleucus  (Clark  &  Schmitt  2006).

There  remains  confusion  about  use  of  terms.  For  example,  in  his  authoritative  book  on
the  subject,  Majerus  (1998)  defined  melanism  'to  mean  simply:  the  occurrence  in  a  species
of  dark  or  black  forms',  and  Butcher  &  Rohwer  (1989)  noted  of  color  dimorphism  or  poly-
morphism  that  'Many  of  these  involve  melanism'.  By  contrast,  Thomsett  (2007)  asserted  that
'The  terms  melanistic  and  dark  morph  should  not  be  interchangeable  if  the  aetiology  of
these  conditions  is  not  clear'.  We  contend  that  most  scientific  literature,  bird  guides,  and
handbooks  use  the  term  'dark  morph'  for  regularly  occurring  dark  plumages  of  birds,  a  con-
dition  unknown  in  the  A.  s.  velox  subspecies  of  Sharp-shinned  Hawk,  although  South
American  taxa  in  the  Sharp-shinned  Hawk  species  complex  (e.g.  A.  [s.]  ventralis)  do  possess
a  true  dark  morph.  With  the  terminology  clarified,  we  therefore  conclude  that  this  Sharp-
shinned  Hawk  was  a  melanistic  individual,  the  first  to  be  recorded  in  North  America.

References:
Berthold, P., Mohr, G. & Querner, U. 1996. The legendary "Veiled Blackcap" (Aves): a melanistic mutant ^vith

single-locus autosomal recessive in heritance. Natunvisscuschaftcu 83: 568-570.
Bildstein, K. L. & Meyer, K. 2000. Sharp-shinned Hawk {Accipiter 'striatus). In Poole, A. & Gill, F. (eds.) The

birds of North America, no. 482. The Birds of North America, Inc. Philadelphia, PA.
Bried,  J.,  Fraga,  H.,  Calabuig-Miranda,  P.  &  Neves,  V.  C.  2005.  First  two  cases  of  melanism  in  Cory's

Shearwater Calonectris diomedea. Marine Orn. 33: 19-22.
Butcher, G. S. & Rohwer, S. 1989. The evolution of conspicuous and distinctix e coloration for communication

in birds. Current Orn. 6: 51-108.



William S. Clark et al. 255 Bull. B.O.C. 2009 129(4)

Campbell, R. W. & Siddle, C. 2006. Melanistic Tree Swallow in British Columbia. Wildlife Afield 3: 138-139.
Clark, W. S. 1998. First North American record of a melanistic Osprey. Wilson Bull. 110: 289-290.
Clark, W. S. & Schmitt, N. J. 2006. Melanistic specimen of Black-breasted Buzzard-Eagle, with comments on

the species' taxonomic position. /. Raptor Res. 40: 86-88.
Clark, W. S. & Wheeler, B. K. 1998. 'Dark-morph' Sharp-shinned Hawk reported from California is normal

juvenile female of race perobscurus. Bull. Brit. Orn. CI. 118: 191-193.
Dickerman, R. W. 2004. A review of the literature of Accipiter striatus perobscurus, with a report of specimens

from California, Colorado, and New Mexico. Western Birds 35: 108-113.
Howell, S. N. G., Webb, S., Sibley, D. A. & Prairie, L. J. 1992. First record of a melanistic Northern Harrier in

North America. Western Birds 23: 79-80.
Majerus, M. E. N. 1998. Melanism: evolution in action. Princeton Univ. Press.
Olson, C. V. & Osborn, S. A. H. 2000. First North American record of a melanistic female Northern Harrier.

/. Raptor Res. 34: 58-59.
Patten, M. A. & Wilson, J. C. 1996. A dark-morph Sharp-shinned Hawk in California, with comments on

dichromatism in raptors. Bull. Brit. Orn. CI. 116: 266-270.
Short, L. L. 1965. A melanistic Pileated Woodpecker specimen from Georgia. Wilson Bull. 77: 404-405.
Thomsett, S. 2007. A record of a first year dark plumage Augur Buzzard moulting into normal plumage.

Gabar 18: 25-30.

Addresses: William S. Clark, P.O. Box 531467, Harlingen, Texas 78550, USA. Michael A. Patten, Oklahoma
Biological Survey and Dept. of Zoology, University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma 73019, USA. John
C. Wilson, 1425 Alta Vista Drive, Bakersfield, California 93305, USA.

© British Ornithologists' Club 2009



Clark, William S., Patten, Michael A, and Wilson, John C. 2009. "Dark Sharp
shinned Hawk Accipiter Striatus from California Is Melanistic." Bulletin of the
British Ornithologists' Club 129, 254–255. 

View This Item Online: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/182875
Permalink: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/149286

Holding Institution 
Natural History Museum Library, London

Sponsored by 
Natural History Museum Library, London

Copyright & Reuse 
Copyright Status: In copyright. Digitized with the permission of the rights holder.
Rights Holder: British Ornithologists' Club
License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
Rights: https://biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions

This document was created from content at the Biodiversity Heritage Library, the world's
largest open access digital library for biodiversity literature and archives. Visit BHL at 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org.

This file was generated 26 May 2023 at 08:49 UTC

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/182875
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/149286
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org

