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Beginning 31 May 2021, Phil Swanson captured a series of videos and photos
of an apparent family group of Black-capped Chickadees (BCCH). Five birds were
seen together through 2 June, 2-4 through 6 June, and 2-3 through 9 June, during which
all sightings included begging. Thereafter 1-2 birds per day were seen but without
interactions between them.
One of the family group had a brown cap (Figures 1, 2), and was presumably
a juvenile based on its propensity for begging for food and partial replacement of its
greater coverts (Pyle 1997). This condition has been described as “rare” (Sibley 2011),
“anomalous” (Pyle 1997), or “aberrant” (van Grouw 2006).

Fig 1. Photo of a brown-capped chickadee in Sarpy County, NE by Phil Swanson
29 May 2021.
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Fig 2. The same brown-capped chickadee depicted in Fig 1, here accompanied by a blackcapped individual, likely a brood mate. Photo taken in Sarpy County, NE by Phil Swanson 29
May 2021.

We were able to find only one other documented occurrence of a browncapped BCCH, that of a bird coming to the Catherine Sandell feeders in Seneca
County, NY during July 2004, initially thought to be a Boreal Chickadee (P.
hudsonica) but later confirmed as a BCCH (Fig 3; Jay McGowan,
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/crows/brown-headed%20chickadee.htm).
McGowan cited two additional reports of chickadees with reduced black coloration in
their crowns, but these were subsequently determined to have exhibited varying
degrees of leucism, as suggested by their overall paler appearances than the Seneca
County, NY bird, whose overall plumage matched that of a normally colored BCCH
except for its brown cap.
Black and brown coloration in birds results from the relative levels of two
melanin pigments, eumelanin, which is black, and phaeomelanin, which is brown
(Sibley 2011, Davis 2007, van Grouw 2006). Presence of eumelanin masks the
phaeomelanin effects, leading to black plumage, but reduced levels or absence of
eumelanin allow expression of the brown phaeomelanin pigment. This appears to be
the case in the Sarpy County and Seneca County birds.
Absence of eumelanin, a condition described as aeumelanism, is an
“abnormal” condition inherited as a sex-linked recessive trait. Van Grouw (2006)
described this inherited trait as involving incomplete oxidation of eumelanin resulting
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in black feathers turning dark brown and noted that “a brown mutant with two
normally coloured parents is always a female.” For the brown-capped bird to be a
male, it would have had to inherit two copies of the recessive aeumelanistic gene, one
from each parent, and his mother would also have had a brown cap. The fact that none
of the other BCCHs in the group in Sarpy Co. had brown caps is strong evidence that
the brown-capped bird was a female.

Fig. 3. Photo of a brown-capped chickadee in Seneca County, NY by Jay McGowan 19 July
2004.

One question remains, however: why in both the Sarpy and Seneca Co.
BCCHs is the bib black, while the cap is brown? Acromelanism is an inherited
condition involving temperature dependent deposition of pigment resulting in more
melanin deposited in cooler areas of the body such as the crown than warmer ones
such as the bib (Sibley 2011), but this is the opposite of what the Sarpy and Seneca
Co. birds exhibit. Based on van Grouw (2006), who stated that incomplete oxidation
of eumelanin resulted in brown feathers, it appears that differential rates of melanin
oxidation may be occurring in developing cap and bib feathers. Although the brown
cap is likely due to aeumelanism, the cause of the difference in cap and bib coloration
remains unknown.
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2020 (32nd) REPORT OF THE NOU RECORDS COMMITTEE
Mark A. Brogie - NOU Records Committee Chairperson
508 Seeley Street
Creighton, Nebraska 68729
The functions and methods of the Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union Records
Committee (NOURC) are described in its bylaws (NOURC 2010). The committee’s
purpose is to provide a procedure for documenting unusual bird sightings and to
establish a list of all documented birds for Nebraska. Species for which the NOURC
seeks documentation (NOURC Review List) can be found at the NOU website
www.NOUbirds.org.
Starting in 2020, the NOURC will deal mainly with those species deemed as
Accidental on the “Official List of the Birds of Nebraska”. Casual species and out-ofrange species will continue to be summarized in the “Seasonal Reports” of the
Nebraska Bird Review and will be evaluated by Nebraska eBird reviewers (if
submitted on that platform).
All records mentioned here are available to interested persons at the NOU
archives at the University of Nebraska State Museum (UNSM), Lincoln, NE.
Interested parties should contact the current NOU Librarian, whose address can be
found in the latest issue of the Nebraska Bird Review (NBR).
NOURC Criteria for Accepted Records:
In order for a record to be accepted, a minimum of six votes in favor is
required with no more than one dissenting vote (NOURC 2010). Records in the
following categories are classified as accepted:

