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Early in the day during my Boerne Christmas Count, I saw a Northern Mockingbird in hot pursuit of a brownish bird near the top of a grove of trees along a fence line east of Comfort. My mind was primed for finding a Townsend’s Solitaire, so my first thought was that I had lucked into finding my target bird of the day. After maneuvering around to get a glimpse of the mockingbird’s harassment target, my hope was quickly squashed – the bird had a streaked breast, which solitaires don’t have.
When my thought process recovered, I realized the bird in question was a Sage Thrasher, a western bird that has been showing up in fair numbers across the Hill Country and eastward. Seeing a Sage Thrasher in the Hill Country is a fairly rare event and my enthusiasm and excitement quickly returned. One of the reasons the mockingbird was chasing the thrasher was that they are closely related and the mockingbird didn’t appreciate his relative’s encroachment into his territory.

Thrashers and mockingbirds have long de-curved beaks, but somewhere in the thrasher family history, the Sage Thrasher got short-changed in bill shape and size. Sage Thrashers have medium-length, straight bills that are either all dark or show light coloration near the base of the bill. Their bills are also blunter than normal bills of thrashers and mockingbirds.
The Sage Thrasher’s breast is light colored with brownish streaks. The streaking is not very linear, but more anastomosing in appearance. Close examination of the pattern shows the streaks to be made up of rows of little chevron-shaped spots. These triangular spots are similar to the streaking found on Fox Sparrows’ breasts. The Sage Thrasher’s aligned chevrons are different and distinctive from other streaked plumages.
Being smaller than our other thrashers, the Sage Thrashers retain the general shape of the thrasher family with slender bodies and long tails. Some thrashers, including the sage, have wing bars, while other family members lack them. Several thrashers have yellow to orange eyes with large dark pupils; the Sage Thrasher has a yellow eye. In general the Sage Thrasher’s descriptor markings are in the middle range of contrasting the eastern Brown and Long-billed thrashers with the western Crissal and Curve-billed thrashers.

I have never heard a Sage Thrasher sing in the wild because they do not breed in Texas, but as with most thrashers and mockingbirds, they have quite a reputation as singers. Mockingbirds’ songs tend to be raspier than those of the melodic sounding thrashers. I always enjoy hearing the Curve-billed and Long-billed thrasher’s songs in South Texas. In the Hill Country and western Edwards Plateau we only have the Curve-billed Thrashers as breeders. Their habitat is the drier brushlands featuring mesquite, prickly pear and other brushy plants.

While the Sage Thrasher’s general range is west of the Rocky Mountains, they do wander into the Hill Country during the winter and spring months. As they are generally silent during the non-breeding season, these birds do not call attention to themselves and go more or less un-noticed. They are generally not feeder birds, so to find them you have to patrol the back roads and look for them, much as I did during the Boerne Christmas count. We did have a second Sage Thrasher in the Boerne count and another one was seen near Hunt during the West Kerr Christmas count.

One reason we are having more of these birds in our area is the effects of the drastic drought we experienced last summer which left the bird and other wildlife food banks barren. Many species of birds that winter in the higher country of the western Trans-Pecos region are moving eastward for something to eat, or to have cover from predators. While the adverse climate conditions this winter do provide the birders in the Hill Country and Central Texas a chance to find unusual birds, birders would prefer the birds have something to eat where ever they spend their winters. 
