
Notes on the Identification of Catharus Thrushes

Catharus thrush (Hermit, Swainson’s, Veery, Bicknell’s, and Gray-cheeked) identification can be quite 

daunting! My goal here is to present a short comparative piece which helps US ALL feel more at ease 

with Catharus thrush ID and focus on the key plumage details and identifying characteristics for each 

species. 

Figure 1: Catharus thrushes, from L to R: Bicknell’s, Gray-cheeked, Swainson’s, Hermit, and Veery. 

HEAD: In general, Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked are grayish (Gray-cheeked) to grayish brown 

(Bicknell’s) throughout the face and showcase thin, partial eye-rings. Swainson’s showcases a bold, 

thick, buffy eye ring, “spectacles”, and a buffy wash throughout the cheek and throat. Hermit Thrushes 

showcase a thin, complete eye ring and often show some buffy wash throughout the lores and cheek, 

too. However, the buffy tones are usually less extensive and split by a dark region between the lores 

and the eye-ring (Lane & Jaramillo 2000a). With Veery, the reddish suffusion throughout, pale loral 

patch (area between eye and base of bill), thin eye ring, and rear eye crescent offers a distinct and 

“soft” expression. UNDERSIDE: Breast spotting is highly variable (intensity and degree of) within 

species (M. Gosselin, pers. comm., 30 April 2015) and, as such, only averages will be mentioned. 

Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked typically showcase bold, deep brownish spots. Swainson’s typically 

showcase a strong buffy wash throughout the breast, overlain by extensive spotting. The breast spots 

tend to be more circular than Bicknell’s or Gray-cheeked but weaker and smaller than on a Hermit 

Thrush (Lane & Jaramillo 2000b). Hermit Thrush average extensive, blackish spotting composed of 

comparatively large spots, though the amount of spotting varies individually, with some individuals 

being rather weakly spotted (Lane & Jaramillo, 2000b). Veery are typically washed with extensive buff 

throughout the throat and breast and showcase light, weak spotting. FLANKS: Bicknell’s and Gray-

cheeked showcase olive-brown (Bicknell’s) and olive (Gray-cheeked) flank coloration (Sibley 2014). 

The olive coloration throughout the flanks of some aliciae Gray-cheeked Thrushes can sometimes be 
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cold, “battleship gray” in coloration (M. Gosselin, pers. comm., 30 April 2015). Swainson’s Thrush 

tend toward deeply olive tones throughout the flanks and generally showcase limited contrast between 

the flanks and the folded wing (Lane & Jaramillo 2000b). Hermit Thrush showcase buffy brown flanks 

of which, like Swainson’s, contrast weakly with the folded wing (Lane & Jaramillo 2000a). Veery 

showcase whitish to whitish gray flanks which contrast quite starkly with the reddish tones of the 

folded wing (Lane & Jaramillo 2000b).

Figure 2: Backside coloration of Catharus thrushes, from L to R: Bicknell’s, Gray-cheeked, Hermit, 

Swainson's and Veery. Bicknell’s average “warmer” in tone compared to Gray-cheeked with some 

individuals showcasing a deep reddish-brown throughout, with a slightly contrastive chestnut tail, 

similar to Hermit Thrush (Mclaren 1995). Gray-cheeked (C. m. aliciae) are cold grayish brown 

throughout. Hermit Thrush tend to be quite light reddish-brown throughout and showcase a distinctly 

contrastive reddish rump and tail. Swainson’s (barring “Russet-back” Swainson’s) are olivaceous and 

concolorous throughout. Veeries average distinctly more reddish throughout compared to other 

Catharus thrushes.
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Figure 3: Hermit (top) and Swainson’s (bottom) Thrush. Suggestion: see ID Notes above and observe 

the difference to the extent of buffy wash throughout the face, the coloration of the lores, the base color 

of the throat and breast and the shape and color of the breast spotting.

__________________________________________________________________________________

QUIZ!

**Armed with the information above, can you identify these five Catharus thrushes? ** 

Photo 1: May 2014 – Point Pelee, Ontario. Credit: Kellie Superina.
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Photo 2: Spring 2014 – southern Ontario. Credit: Joanne Muis Redwood.

Photo 3: May 2014 – Waterloo, Ontario. Credit: Kellie Superina.

Photo 4: April 25 2015 – southern Ontario. Credit: Richard Beardon.
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Pic 5: Spring 2015 – southern Ontario. Credit: Leeann Sullivan-Mills.

Part II: Notes on the Identification of Bicknell’s Thrush

Figure 4: Bicknell’s Thrush (C. bicknelli). A beautifully preserved specimen showcasing “typical” 

Bicknell’s features, such as: warm, reddish-brown tones throughout the upperparts, rich chestnut to the 

bases of its primaries, plain gray face, extensive yellowish paleness to the lower mandible, and 

relatively short primary extension (Mclaren 1995). With Bicknell’s, a 1:1 or less ratio (length of the 

primary extension beyond the tertials to the length of the tertials) is most often observed (Lane & 

Jaramillo 2000c).
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Figure 5: A close-up of Bicknell’s Thrush. The four leftmost birds were taken from their breeding 

grounds in June and the two rightmost birds were collected in the Kingston area. All the birds were 

collected between 1977 – 1990. I am not sure where the color “goes” re: the expected strong yellowish 

tones to the lower mandible when this species is preserved as a study skin. I observed some variation in 

paleness and variation in yellowish tones throughout the study skin collection. A consistent feature was 

the amount of paleness throughout. In most cases, the extent of paleness was + 50% of the surface area 

of the lower mandible. With the Gray-cheeked specimens I observed, the extent was less than 50%. 

Although a promising ID feature (to be used in conjunction with a whole suite of characters) in the 

collections room, observing a thrush in the field and being able to discern such a detail is a whole other 

matter! Although Lane and Jaramillo (2000c) rendered this ID feature unreliable, with today’s 

impressive digital photographic technology, perhaps a crystal clear close up of bill detail could help 

further solidify an already strong Bicknell’s candidate when discussing the ID of an intriguing migrant 

Catharus thrush.

Figure 6: Gray-cheeked Thrush (C. m. aliciae), at left, with two Bicknell’s Thrush, at right. For 

starters, Gray-cheeked is larger and lengthier and showcases a longer primary projection than does 

Bicknell’s. Its upperparts are drab grayish brown throughout and its rump and tail are concolorous (of 
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the same color) with the rest of its backside. With Bicknell’s, a warm reddish-brown throughout the 

upperparts is seen as is a slightly shorter wing, relative to body size, and also a shorter primary 

projection. Note too its rump and tail are ever-so-slightly “warmer” in tone compared to the rest of its 

backside.

Figure 7: Comparative photos of Bicknell’s with similar-looking species of Catharus thrush. At left, 

two Bicknell’s and a Gray-cheeked Thrush. Note, compared to the Gray-cheeked: the “warmer”, 

reddish tones throughout the visible shoulder, breast and flanks, the rusty tones throughout the tail, and 

the rich chestnut wash to the bases of the primaries (cold brown with aliciae Gray-cheeked’s). At right, 

a relatively drab Hermit Thrush is paired beside two different specimens of Bicknell’s. Note here that 

the rich chestnut tones throughout the bases of the primaries is a shared characteristic! The Hermit 

Thrush showcases strong contrast between the reddish tail and its backside whereas this contrast is not 

at all visible from the same angle with Bicknell’s. With Hermit, the face showcases more buffy tones 

and the flanks are more extensively suffused with “warm” tones than what is seen with Bicknell’s (see 

also Figure 8).
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Figure 8: Hermit at left, two Bicknell’s at right. With Bicknell’s, note the more extensive and more 

yellowish paleness to the lower mandible. With Hermit, note the more extensive reddish suffusion 

throughout the flanks.
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