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In the family Cardinalidae, the prealternate molt varies in extent from none in the
Northern Cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis) to including all secondary coverts, three
tertials (secondaries 7-9), and four central rectrices in the Indigo Bunting (Passerina
cvanea; Pyle 1997a, b). But replacement of primaries during the prealternate molt
has not been documented within the family. In fact, in North American landbirds as
a whole, replacement of primaries during definitive prealternate molt is rare, so far
documented only in the Yellow Warbler (Dendroica petechia), Nelson's Sparrow
(Ammodramus nelsoni), Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus), and Lesser Goldfinch
(Spinus psaltria; Pyle 1997a, Willoughby 2007, Pyle and Kayhart 2010). Pyle and
Kayhart (2010) postulated that extensive prealternate molt originally evolved from
the need to replace bleached and dysfunctional feathers, due primarily to increased
exposure to the sun, and that colorful flight feathers of the alternate plumage represent
a subsequent result of sexual selection following the original insertion of this molt for
feather maintenance. Here, we present evidence from a wild living Indigo Bunting
for an eccentric definitive prealternate molt in which outer but not inner primaries
are replaced (Pyle 1997b, 1998).

On 18 April 2011, we captured a single alternate-plumaged male Indigo Bunting
in the Peveto Woods Bird Sanctuary in Cameron Parish, Louisiana. The upper im-
age on this issue’s outside back cover shows the right wing of this bird; the pattern
of replacement in the left wing was identical. Primaries 6-9, secondaries 6-9 (on the
basis of contrast between secondaries 5 and 6), rectrices 1-2, all secondary (lesser,
median, greater, carpal, and alula) coverts, and the lesser (but not greater) alula were
replaced, presumably during the previous definitive prealternate molt. We aged it as
older than its second calendar year on the basis of the definitive primary coverts being
broad with blue edges and black centers (Pyle 1997b). All flight feathers were similarly
edged blue and centered dark. Our record represents the first evidence of primary
replacement during the prealternate molt in the Cardinalidae (Pyle 1997a).

Alternatively, this Indigo Bunting may have interrupted its previous prebasic molt
and subsequently reinitiated it at the same time as the prealternate molt. The contrast
of inner and outer primaries may simply reflect suspension of molt, as proposed by
Howell (2010) for the Lesser Goldfinch, in contrast to Willoughby (2007), who as-
sumed primaries were replaced during the prealternate molt. Thus the second phase
of the prebasic molt of some Lesser Goldfinches (in the spring, prior to breeding)
could be coinciding with the prealternate molt, giving the false appearance of an
extensive prealternate molt (Howell 2010). In this Indigo Bunting, however, we do
not believe such a suspension occurred because primary coverts are typically replaced
with the corresponding primaries during the definitive prebasic molt. If the prebasic
molt had been suspended the 5th and 6th primary coverts should also contrast (in the
upper photo on the outside back cover, note that the first primary covert is almost






