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Spotting Those Thrushes 

 

It is winter here in Western North Carolina. All of 

our warblers have gone south to warmer climes; the 

hummingbirds are pollinating flowers in Central 

America and the tanagers and thrushes are enjoying 

a tropical fruit banquet!  Well, most of them 

anyway. A winter walk is usually a quiet one; a few 

sparrows call from the leafless thickets; a flock of 

American Robins fly over giving their short flight 

contact calls, and the chatter of a Ruby-crowned 

Kinglet can often be heard calling from the dense 

undergrowth. A wintering Brown Thrasher is often 

a highlight of a day’s birding, as is the subtly-

plumaged Hermit Thrush, which winters 

throughout the Southeast. This shy bird is smaller 

and more discreet than the Brown Thrasher, and is far more often heard than seen. The low chucking 

sounds are often the only clue to its presence as it feeds on winter fruit in woodland and brushy country 

throughout our area.  

 

One relief when identifying thrushes in the winter is that most of them have gone south for the winter 

leaving only the Hermit Thrush as a possibility. Our summer-resident Wood Thrush have moved south 

to the Yucatan and Northern Central America, transient Swainson’s and Gray-cheeked Thrush are 

wintering in Northern South America, and our high-elevation Veery have also moved south into the 

Amazon Basin.  

 

To some of us, the Hermit Thrush has the finest song of any North American bird. Those haunting tunes, 

with their slow introductory note,s each on a different pitch, are evocative of the North Woods and our 

own high elevation spruce-fir forests. To me, the song of the Hermit Thrush even exceeds that of the 

popular Wood Thrush. What can be finer, or more atmospheric, than to spend the early morning hours 

high in the spruce-fir forests of the Southern Blue Ridge? As the pink of dawn mist drifts start to appear 

in the sky, the first soft notes of the Hermit Thrush echo through the high peaks –beautiful and wild and 

a true sound of the north woods.  

 

Every year there are a few unsubstantiated records of other wintering thrushes in North Carolina, with 

most, if not all, proving to be the expected Hermit Thrush. A sighting this year was particularly notable 

as a wintering Swainson’s Thrush was found at Beaver Lake Bird Sanctuary. Originally found by Aaron 

Steed, who was leading a local walk, this bird was subsequently seen by several others and 
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photographed very well by Jay Wherley. While we 

don’t know whether this was just a once-off 

occurrence or a trend in species wintering north of 

their normal range, it proved that once again, in 

the bird world, almost anything can happen!  
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