
NOTE ON THE USE OF 
PHOTOGRAPHS

Please note that this material is being circulated for 
the personal educational use of the student of Travis 
Audubon Society classes.  Please do not distribute, 
copy, post, share, or further disseminate any of this 
material. 
The photographs used in these presentations are 
credited to Jeffrey E. Patterson or the eBird 
contributors named in the photographs and to the 
Macaulay Library of The Cornell Laboratory of 
Ornithology, or to other photographers as indicated.



EMPIDONAX
THE “GNAT MASTER”

5 EASTERN EMPIDS
PART 1: INTRODUCTION

“I'M GOING TO FIGHT IT, BUT I'LL LET IT LIVE.” 
THE AQUATIC LIFE WITH STEVE ZISSOU, WES ANDERSON



“I MUST NOT 
FEAR. 

FEAR IS THE 
LITTLE-DEATH 
THAT BRINGS 

TOTAL 
OBLITERATION!!”



GOALS

 Intro to Empids
 Structure
 Plumage

 Lots of pictures.

 Calibrate your eyes.

 Take home info.

 “You have to Study Virginia!!!”



THE EMPID CHECKLIST
REFERENCES



EMPIDS – THE BAD NEWS
 Subtle field marks !!!

 Many field marks !!!

 Plumage is often not diagnostic

 We don’t see many Empids

 Brief views

 Most are migrants (except Acadian)

 Songs are diagnostic, but often silent



THE EMPID 
GAME PLAN

1) Bird at the right time

2) Hope for vocalizations
a) Record on phone

3) Use the Empid Checklist

4) Observe as long as possible
a) “Blue” field marks 

b) “Tan” field marks

c) “Gray” field marks

5) Take photos if possible

6) Consult references

7) Join the conversation
a) Share photos

b) Discuss with peers & Experts

c) Facebook groups

EMPIDONAX CHECKLIST: 
# ATTRIBUTE Rank

1

St
ru

ct
ur

e

W
in

gs Wing proportions (wing length & 
primary projection) A

2 Shape of primary tips

3 Ta
il Tail proportions & shape B

4 B
ill Bill size, shape & color(s) A

5

H
ea

d Head shape & proportion to body
A

6 Crown of head (peak, crest)
7 Forehead slope

8

B
od

y

Body shape
A

9

Pl
um

ag
e

Eye-ring A
10 Wing-bars
11 Throat color & contrast B
12 Color of upper parts B
13 Color of lower parts B
14 Molt
15

O
th

er

Habitat/Micro-habitat
16 Behavior
17 Song A’
18 Call B
19 Migration
20 Similar species



Hammond’s

Dusky

Buff-breasted
Willow

EMPIDS, EMPIDS EVERYWHERE, 
OH MY!!!!

Western

“Clearly, if you’re not 
confused, then you don’t 
understand what’s going on!!!”

Jack Welch 
CEO of GE

13 Empids  ????



1 Hammond’s

3 Dusky

5 Pacific-slope

2 Gray

6 Buff-breasted

4 Cordilleran 4 Alder

5 Willow

2 Yellow-bellied

1 Least

3 Acadian 

Western Empids Eastern Empids

HABIT 0 WHO?: GET ORGANIZED !!!!

7 Willow



2 Gray

5 Pacific-slope

4 Cordilleran 4 Alder

5 Willow

2 Yellow-bellied

1 Least

3 Acadian 

Western Empids Eastern Empids

HABIT 0 WHO?: GET ORGANIZED !!!!
“W

es
te

rn
”

Limited Range
Not an ID Challenge

“T
ra

il
s”

7 Willow

1 Hammond’s

3 Dusky

6 Buff-breasted



2 Gray

4 “Western” 4 “Trails”

2 Yellow-bellied

1 Least

3 Acadian 

Western Empids Eastern Empids

HABIT 0 WHO?: GET ORGANIZED !!!!

7 Willow

1 Hammond’s

3 Dusky

6 Buff-breasted



ONLY 4 EASTERN EMPIDS
(VISUALLY)

Least 

Yellow-bellied

Acadian

“Trails” 
(Willow/Alder)

Most common by far – 
Reference Bird

Breeds in Texas

Not visually separable 

Don’t count on a 
yellow belly



Least 
E. minimus

(smallest)

Yellow-bellied
E. flaviventris 

(flāvus (“yellow”) + venter (“belly”))

Acadian
E. virescens

(Growing green or verdant)

Alder
E. alnorum

(Of the alders)

Willow 
E. traillii

(Thomas S. Traill
Friend of JJ Audubon)

5 Eastern 
Empids

“Trails”

THE EMPID GENUS

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/flavus#Latin
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/venter#Latin


Cordilleran
E. occidentalis

(Pertaining to or coming from the 
West)

Gray
E. wrightii

(Charles Wright ( 1811 – 1895) 
botanist with survey team)

Pacific-slope
E. difficilis

(Troublesome, hard)

Buff-breasted
E. fulvifrons

(fulvus ("tawny") + frons 
("brow"))

Dusky
E. oberholseri

(Harry Church Oberholser
Ornithologist & author of The 

Bird Life of Texas)

Hammond’s
E. hammondii

(William Alexander Hammond, 
a military physician. Collected 

the first specimens)

“Western”
6 Western
 Empids

Willow 
E. Traillii

(Thomas S. Traill, friend of 
JJ Audubon)

THE EMPID GENUS



Gray
E. wrightii

(Charles Wright ( 1811 – 1895) 
botanist with survey team)

Western
E. difficilis

(Troublesome, hard)

Buff-breasted
E. fulvifrons

(fulvus ("tawny") + frons 
("brow"))

Dusky
E. oberholseri

(Harry Church Oberholser
Ornithologist & author of The 

Bird Life of Texas)

Hammond’s
E. hammondii

(William Alexander Hammond, 
a military physician. Collected 

the first specimens)

6 Western
 Empids

Willow 
E. Traillii

(Thomas S. Traill, friend of 
JJ Audubon)

THE EMPID GENUS



Pine Flycatcher White-throated Flycatcher

Black-capped Flycatcher

4 
Southern
 Empids

http://www.archmccallum.com/Ear/Projects/fgu/EmpEastIndex.html

EMPIDONAX GENUS: 15 SPECIES

Yellowish flycatcher

http://www.archmccallum.com/Ear/Projects/fgu/EmpEastIndex.html


QUESTIONS
How many Eastern Empids?

Name them.

How many are visually separable?

How many Western Empids?

Name them.

Which one(s) are not identification problems?

How many are visually separable?

5

Least, Yellow-bellied, Acadian, Willow, Alder

Least, Yellow-bellied, Acadian, “Trails”

4

5 (+ 1)
Gray, Dusky, Hammonds, 

Western, Buff-breasted, (Willow)

Buff-breasted

Gray, Dusky, Hammonds, 
Western, Buff-breasted, (Willow)

5 (+1)





THE GENERIC EMPID

 Flycatcher bill

 Eye-ring

 Wing-bars

 Greenish, yellowish, 
grayish, brownish

 Primary projection – 
shorter than tertial stack

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson







EMPID EXERCISE 1:

“BUT FIRST, IS IT AN EMPID?”

Following groups of photos, Determine:
Which 1 or more birds are Empids ?



Photo by David Rooke
Photo by L. Olsen

Photo by Brendon Klick

Photo by David Nickerson

1 2

3

4

Group A



Photo by L. Olsen

Photo by Brendon Klick

Photo by David Rooke

Empid

Empid

Ruby-
crowned
Kinglet

Ruby-
crowned
Kinglet

1 2

3

4

Group A



Photo by L. Olsen

Ruby-crowned Kinglet
• Different structure – big head, cute, no-neck 

look, compact, small bill

• Different habits – active, flitting, not like a 
flycatcher

• Different micro habitat – inside vegetation

• Eye-ring and wing bars

• Dark mark below wing-bars

• Eye-ring broken on top
Photo by David Nickerson

Empid

Ruby-
crowned
Kinglet



Photo by Sue Barth

Photo by Jason Leifester
Photo by Matt Davis

Photo by Michael Bolte

Photo by Kalin Ocana

1 2
3

45Group B



Photo by Sue Barth

Photo by Jason Leifester
Photo by Matt Davis

Photo by Michael Bolte

Photo by Kalin Ocana

Empid

Hutton’s 
Vireo

Hutton’s 
Vireo

Hutton’s 
Vireo

Empid

1 2
3

45Group B



Photo by Sue Barth

Photo by Matt Davis

Hutton’s Vireo

• Different structure – big head, 
cute, no-neck look, compact, 
small bill, thicker bill

• Different habits – active, 
flitting, not like a flycatcher

• Different micro habitat – 
inside vegetation

• Eye-ring and wing bars
• Pale supraloral
• Eye-ring broken on top

Empid

Hutton’s 
Vireo



Photo by David Tonnessen

Photo by Brad Imhoff

Photo by Brendon Klick

Photo by Michael Warner

1

2

3

4

Group C



Photo by David Tonnessen

Photo by Brad Imhoff

Photo by Brendon Klick

Photo by Michael Warner

Eastern Phoebe
(reference species)

• No wing-bars

• Darkest on head and face

• Yellow wash on 
undersides

• Flicks tail downward 
very frequently

Empid

Eastern 
Phoebe

Empid

Eastern 
Phoebe

1

2

3

4

Eastern Phoebe

Group C



Photo by Tim Lenz

Photo by Brad Imhoff

Photo by David Hall

Photo by Ryan Shain

1

2

34

Group D



Photo by Tim Lenz

Photo by Brad Imhoff

Photo by David Hall

Eastern Phoebe

Photo by Ryan Shain

Empid • No wing-bars

• Darkest on head and face

• Yellow wash on undersides

• Flicks tail downward very 
frequently

1

2

34

Empid Eastern
Phoebe

Eastern Phoebe

Group D



Photo by Guy Mirgain

Photo by Ricardo Barrios

Photo by John Reynolds

Photo by 
Ryan Sanderson

1
2

3

4

Group E



Photo by Guy Mirgain

Photo by Ricardo Barrios

Photo by John Reynolds

Wood Pewee

Photo by 
Ryan Sanderson

Empid

Wood Pewee
• Dark face with hint of an eye ring
• Less distinct wing bars
• Short legs
• Longer wings
• Longer primary extension
• Dusky “vest”
• Undertail coverts smudges
• Relatively tall, upright posture
• Choose prominent high perch, fly & 

return
• Do not wag tail (all empids wag to 

some extent)

Empid 
• Stronger eye ring
• Stronger wing-bars
• Longer legs
• Shorter wings 
• Shorter primary extension

1
2

34

Empid

Empid

Wood Pewee

Group E



Photo by Jeff Dyck Photo by Liam Wolff

Photo by Simon Best

Photo by 
Mike Malmquist

Photo by 
Etienne Artigau

1 2

34

5

Group F



Wood PeweeEmpid

Photo by Jeff Dyck Photo by Liam Wolff

Photo by Simon Best

Photo by 
Mike Malmquist

Photo by 
Etienne Artigau

1 2

34

5

Empid

Wood
Pewee

Wood Pewee

Group F



BUT FIRST, IS IT AN EMPID?

Eastern Phoebe
Eastern Wood-pewee
Western Wood-pewee
 Tyrannulet
Gray Vireo
Hutton’s Vireo
Ruby-crowned Kinglet
 Lucy’s Warbler

Which one are we most likely to confuse with an Empid?

Eastern Wood-pewee
Western Wood-pewee



PEWEES

 More gray (not green, yellow…)
 Longer wings
 Longer primary projection
 Longer, more attenuated look
 Vested look
 Smudgy undertail coverts
 Short legs
 Dark face
 Weak partial eye ring
 High perch, sally forth and return



PEWEES: GOOD FIELD MARK

Smudgy 
undertail 
coverts

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson
Painting by David A. Sibley



A GOOD FIELD MARK FOR PEWEES

Smudgy 
undertail 
coverts

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



IS IT AN EMPID?

Photo by Matt Mason

Photo by Russ Morgan

Empid Pewee



IS IT AN EMPID?

Photo by Matt Mason

Photo by Russ Morgan

Empid Pewee



Photo by Guy Mirgain
Photo by John Reynolds

IS IT AN EMPID?

EmpidPewee



IS IT AN EMPID?

Photo by Ryan Sanderson

Photo by Jorge Eduardo Reuno

Empid Pewee



IS IT AN EMPID?

Photo by Brad Imhofff

Photo by eny Swaby

EmpidPewee



Cordilleran

Willow

GrayPacific-slope

Buff-breasted Dusky Hammond’s

“Western”

Western Empids



Least Yellow-bellied Acadian

Alder Willow

Eastern 
Empids

“Trails”



WILLOW SUBSPECIES

Graphic by National Geographic 
Field Guide to the Birds of NA



SPRING EASTERN EMPID 
TIMING IN TEXAS

Alder
Willow

~ May 14

Least
~May 5

Acadian
~April 20

Source: Ebird

Yellow-bellied



HABIT 3
HABITAT & MICRO HABITAT

Yellow-bellied – dense, moist woodlands, hedgerows, thickets

Acadian – woodland interiors

Willow – rarely far from willow wetlands 

Alder – associate with Alder shrubs

Least – forest clearings, wood edges, parks, campgrounds, yards

General Habitat – various woodlands

General Micro-habitat
Somewhat secluded perches.
Low in brush.
Interior of trees.



EMPID EXERCISE 2

EMPID GROUPINGS

(CALIBRATING THE EYE)

Sort photos of Western 
Empids into 
1-7 groups



EMPID EXERCISE 2

SEEING EMPID GROUPINGS

1

2
3

4

5
67



EMPID EXERCISE 2

SEEING EMPID GROUPINGS

1

2

3

4

56
7



Sort these 
Western 

Empids into 
1-7 groups

1 2 3

4

5
67



1 2 3

4

5
67

Jeff’s Sorting
(4 Groups)



1 2 3

4

5
67

Jeff’s Sorting
(4 Groups)

Cordilleran

Willow

Gray

Pacific-slope
Buff-breasted

Dusky

Hammond’s

“Western”

“Western”



1 2 3

45 Sort these 
Eastern 

Empids into 
1-5 groups

Eastern 
Empids



1 2 3

45

Eastern 
Empids

Jeff’s Sorting



1 2 3

45

Least

Yellow-bellied

Acadian

Alder

Willow

“Trails”

“Trails”

Eastern 
Empids

Jeff’s Sorting



EMPID FIELD MARK MYTHS

Yellow bellies of Yellow-bellied
Varies with season, age, molt

Pale lores – all Empids can have pale lores

Pale edges to outer tail feathers

Wing & tail flicking
All do it to some extent
Exception: Gray Flycatcher –distinctive tail dipping



THE EMPID CHECKLIST
FIELD MARKS (ATTRIBUTES)

EMPIDONAX CHECKLIST: 
# ATTRIBUTE

1

St
ru

ct
ur

e

W
in

gs Wing proportions (wing length & 
primary projection)

2 Shape of primary tips

3 Ta
il Tail proportions & shape

4 B
ill Bill size, shape & color(s)

5

H
ea

d Head shape & proportion to body

6 Crown of head (peak, crest)
7 Forehead slope

8

B
od

y

Body shape

9

Pl
um

ag
e

Eye-ring
10 Wing-bars
11 Throat color & contrast
12 Color of upper parts
13 Color of lower parts
14 Molt
15

O
th

er

Habitat/Micro-habitat
16 Behavior
17 Song
18 Call
19 Migration
20 Similar species

 Not all Field Marks are 
equal – Some are more 
useful than others
 Observable –  in the 

field (some are great 
in-the-hand)

 Consistent – don’t vary 
across individual birds

 Diagnostic – serve to 
differentiate between 
closely related species

 Some are better for one 
species than another.

What do we 
know about 
field marks?



THE EMPID CHECKLIST
FIELD MARKS (ATTRIBUTES)

EMPIDONAX CHECKLIST: 
# ATTRIBUTE Rank

1

St
ru

ct
ur

e

W
in

gs Wing proportions (wing length & 
primary projection) A

2 Shape of primary tips

3 Ta
il Tail proportions & shape B

4 B
ill Bill size, shape & color(s) A

5

H
ea

d Head shape & proportion to body
A

6 Crown of head (peak, crest)
7 Forehead slope

8

B
od

y

Body shape
A

9

Pl
um

ag
e

Eye-ring A
10 Wing-bars
11 Throat color & contrast B
12 Color of upper parts B
13 Color of lower parts B
14 Molt
15

O
th

er
Habitat/Micro-habitat

16 Behavior
17 Song A’
18 Call B
19 Migration
20 Similar species

Blue = Very strongly 
supporting (A)

Tan = Strongly 
supporting (B)

Green = Diagnostic 
(A’)

Gray = Supporting 



THE EMPID CHECKLIST 1



THE EMPID CHECKLIST 2



THE EMPID CHECKLIST 3



THE EMPID CHECKLIST 4
SOURCES



20 ATTRIBUTES
EMPIDONAX CHECKLIST: 

# ATTRIBUTE Rank

1

St
ru

ct
ur

e

W
in

gs Wing proportions (wing length & 
primary projection) A

2 Shape of primary tips

3 Ta
il Tail proportions & shape

B

4 B
ill Bill size, shape & color(s) A

5

H
ea

d Head shape & proportion to body
A

6 Crown of head (peak, crest)
7 Forehead slope

8

B
od

y

Body shape
A

9

Pl
um

ag
e

Eye-ring A
10 Wing-bars
11 Throat color & contrast B
12 Color of upper parts B
13 Color of lower parts B
14 Molt
15

O
th

er

Habitat/Micro-habitat
16 Behavior
17 Song A’
18 Call B
19 Migration
20 Similar species

Use all 20

Compare to pix & 
references afterward

It’s a comparative 
approach

But what about that 
15 second sighting?



TOP 5 
EMPID ID ATTRIBUTES

(FIRST 15 SECONDS OF SIGHTING)

1.  Body & head proportions 

2. Primary projection

3. Eye ring

4. Bill size

5. Throat color & contrast



Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson

Acadain



EASTERN EMPIDS: ONE MORE LOOK

Photo by Daniel Irons

Photo by Brendon Klick

Photo by Joseph Mileyka

Photo by Phillip Edwards Photo by Chris Fisher

Least Yellow-bellied Acadian

“Trails” (Alder)“Trails” (Willow)





“Trails”

Acadian

Yellow-bellied

Least
Western

Hammond’s

Dusky Gray
Western

“Trails”
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