
The Most Misidentified Bird in the World 

Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus) 

 

Some birds are easier to identify than others. Case in point, the male red-winged blackbird is one of the easiest birds to 

identify while the female red-wing may be one of the most misidentified. As you can see from the two photos, they look 

almost completely different. However, it doesn’t seem to me that all sexually dimorphic birds (those where the male 

and female have different plumage) prove to be anywhere near as difficult to identify. Few beginning birders have issues 

with cardinals, and even blue grosbeaks and indigo buntings don’t seem to confuse folks too much, so what is it about 

red-wings that make them so difficult? 

 

I think it boils down to the fact that most sexually dimorphic birds generally have the same plumage patterns even 

though they might not have the same plumage colorations. In other words, if you were given a black-and-white coloring 

book drawing of a cardinal, you could color a male or a female from the same drawing. For the red-wing, both the colors 

and patterns are different, so you would need two separate drawings to color the male and female. 

 

The most common thing I hear from people when they see a female red-winged blackbird is that it is some sort of large 

sparrow. This isn’t such a far-fetched idea. Like sparrows, female red-wings are streaky, brown birds. The facial pattern is 

also reminiscent of a sparrow and so is the habitat (open fields, hedgerows, and marshes) and habit of flocking. The best 

identification clue for a female red-wing, other than the size, is the bill. The bill screams blackbird even if the chunkier 

shape doesn’t. Blackbirds are part of the same family as orioles, and if you look at both groups closely, you can see the 

similarities in both structure and bill shape. 

 

Red-winged blackbirds are migratory in our area. During migration, adult males typically form separate flocks from adult 

females and young birds and migrate at slightly different times. The female groups migrate further south in the fall and 

tend to leave earlier than the male flocks. They also arrive later on the breeding grounds than the male flocks. Red-wings 

tend to migrate in mixed flocks with grackles, cowbirds, and sometimes rusty blackbirds, and the flocks can reach truly 

remarkable numbers, sometimes even into the millions. Though numerous (red-winged blackbirds are thought to be the 

most numerous species of bird in North America), all species of blackbirds have been in decline for the past few 

decades. Destruction of habitat and changing farming practices seem to be the main causes of the declines, so if you get 

annoyed with the blackbirds vacuuming the seed from your feeders, give them a bit of a break and remember that they 

are adjusting to an increasingly hostile world just as other birds are. 

 

                                   
 

 




