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Editor’s Note 

 

This special issue of the Bulletin is wholly devoted to Steve Hampton’s 
extensive study on the identification and distribution of the various Fox 
Sparrow subspecies in the Central Valley. The distribution of Fox Sparrow 
subspecies in California has not been addressed in detail in nearly 100 years, 
when it was addressed by Swarth (1920). Therefore, Steve’s treatment is 
welcome and long overdue. 

This issue is noteworthy for its length and detail. Yet, I believe that all 
readers can enjoy the paper for varied reasons. More experienced and 
serious birders should find it very useful in trying to understand the large 
variety of potential Fox Sparrow forms present in the valley. The paper can be 
a foundation for additional documentation that can challenge birders and 
contribute to biological knowledge. Moderately serious birders, like me, 
should find much useful material to distinguish the four major subspecies 
groups and some of their constituent taxa. Even casual and beginning birders 
will find value in the paper, through its demonstration of the richness of the 
biological world around us, the contributions that birders can make to 
understanding and documenting this diversity, and a gateway into serious 
field ornithology. 

As an aside, Harry Swarth, the author whose work forms the foundation 
of this study, is an interesting and important figure in ornithology in the 
western U. S.  As someone with no academic degree, he nonetheless became 
one of the most prominent and important field and museum ornithologists in 
western North America. His area of greatest interest was geographic variation 
within birds, with extensive studies in California, Arizona, the Pacific 
Northwest, and even the Galapagos. His career encompassed extensive 
periods working as the Curator of Birds under Joseph Grinnell at the Museum 
of Vertebrate Zoology at U.C. Berkeley and at the California Academy of 
Sciences.  When he died in 1935, he had published over 220 scientific papers.  
An interesting biography is provided by Lindsdale (1936). 

In 2011, the Western Field Ornithologists created the Swarth Award to 
honor a body of work that significantly advances field ornithology in the 
West. Appropriately, Harry Swarth’s grandson, Chris Swarth, is a Central 
Valley Bird Club member and contributor to the Bulletin (Swarth et al. 2014) 

Perhaps it is only fitting that the first major publication on the 
distribution and recognition of Fox Sparrow taxa in California in 100 years is 
prepared by a serious birder as is Steve Hampton, rather than an academic 
scientist. This work poses some questions about which group is best qualified 
to undertake such an exacting field study. Fortunately, there really is no 
competition, but rather ornithology is richer for the contributions of both 
groups. 
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sinuosa Sooty Fox Sparrow. 27 November 2014. Davis, CA. Yolo County. 
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