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Lark Sparrows (Chondestes grammacus) are rare to uncommon and erratic breeding
birds in the most easterly portions of their range (Baepler 1968, Peterson 1980). The A.O.U.
Check- list (1957) and Baepler (1968) state the Lark Sparrow breeds in western and central
North Carolina (Cranberry, rarely to Raleigh). I have been unable to find a published record
of Lark Sparrows breeding at Cranberry, which is in central Avery County. Birds of North
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Carolina (Pearson et al. 1942) lists but one breeding record, that of a deserted nest with four
eggs found by H.H. Brimley at Raleigh, Wake County, on 24 July 1890. I have located this
latter record at the Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University, where it is listed
as Lark Sparrow egg set No. 6658. The only other substantiated breeding record in North
Carolina is for Richmond County (McNair 1982).

The following label, handwritten by H.H. Brimley, accompanied the egg set and is
quoted here in its entirety:

"1/4 Lark Sparrow (?). July 24, 1890. Raleigh, N.C. Nest on ground, in
depression, among small bunch of weeds in open, on high ground. The field
where found is used as a pasture and growth is kept cropped close, scattering
weeds being left standing in places. Field bounded by pines, mixed woods,
vineyard and a small stream. Eggs dry and hard, apparently deserted at least
a week, probably more. Incubation seemed to have commenced but if com-
menced, only quite slight. Nest taken on above date by negro fieldhand who
gave me foregoing information regarding where found. I know the field well,
it being less than a mile from here.

"Previous record of Lark Sparrow at Raleigh, one taken and another one
seen, Aug. 19/1889, one-half mile from where above nest was taken."

The four eggs were placed in a cup-shaped nest. The outer nest material was composed
of grasses and weed stems. The nest lining was composed of fine grasses and rootlets. The
four eggs were ovate and creamy white, lightly scrawled with chocolate and gray on the
wide end plus a few brown spots. Three of the four eggs measured 22.5 x 16.5 mm; the other
egg measured 22.0 x 16.5.

The breeding habitat, nest placement, nest construction, and eggs (shape, size, color,
and markings) of this Lark Sparrow nest record are in agreement with Baepler (1968).
Because of the aforementioned characteristics, there is only one other species breeding in
North Carolina whose nest and eggs may be confused with Lark Sparrow, that is the Vesper
Sparrow (Pooecetes gramineus). The Vesper Sparrow breeds in the mountains of northwest
North Carolina and may have nested "accidentally" at Greensboro, Rocky Mount, and
Wilmington, N.C., though documentation is lacking (Potter et al. 1980).

The largest eggs measured by Berger (1968) for Vesper Sparrows were 22.9 x 16.3 mm,
22.4 x 15.8 mm, and 21.8 x 16.8 mm. The four Lark Sparrow eggs collected in Raleigh were
larger in at least one dimension (length or width) than any of the above Vesper Sparrow
eggs. Thus, it is highly unlikely that these eggs collected at Raleigh are Vesper Sparrow eggs,
based on egg size. Additionally, there are differences in the color and marking of the eggs and
nest construction between these two species. R. A. Paynter Jr., Curator of Ornithology at
the Museum of Comparative Zoology, stated he believes the identity of Brimley's Lark
Sparrow egg set is correct. Sally B. McNair compared this Lark Sparrow egg set with a small
series of egg sets of other Lark Sparrows, Horned Larks (Eremophila alpestris), and
Rufous-sided Towhees (Pipilo erythrophthalmus) and stated that Lark Sparrow egg set
No. 6658 unquestionably resembled other Lark Sparrow egg sets and not those of the
other three species.

The above information provides additional support for the validity of the 1890
breeding record of the Lark Sparrow at Raleigh. Without documentation of the collected
nest and eggs, the information accompanying this egg set could not be validated and several
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lines of reasoning could argue against the authenticity of this nesting record. The value of
specimen documentation is once again demonstrated.

I thank R.A. Paynter Jr., Curator of Ornithology at the Museum of Comparative
Zoology, and Sally B. McNair for their assistance.
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