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THICK-BILLED WARBLER AT FAIR ISLE: 
A NEW BRITISH BIRD 

By KENNETH WILLIAMSON, VALERIE M. THOM (Fair Isle Bird 
Observatory), I. J. FERGUSON-LEES and H. E. AXELL 

AN example of the Thick-billed Warbler (Phragmaticola aedon), 
a bird from south-east Asia and apparently the first of its species 
to be recorded in Europe, was captured at Fair Isle on 6th October 
!955-

In the fleeting glimpses we obtained of this bird in the field its 
large size and long, rounded tail at once attracted attention. The 
rufous rump, contrasting with the uniform olive-brown of the 
mantle and wings was a conspicuous feature, much more striking 
in the field than in the hand. In all these characteristics the bird 
strongly resembled a Great Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus 
arundinaceus). When flushed from the turnip rig in which it was 
found the bird immediately dived again into cover, and on next 
being disturbed flew to a dense growth of reedy grass and 
Heracleum sphondylium on the banks of a near-by burn. Its 
skulking behaviour as it crept between the stems suggested that 
an attempt to trap it at this site might prove successful, so the 
Yeoman net with a portable catching-box was assembled, giving 
a trap with an entrance less than 3 feet wide. With great caution 
the bird was moved from the turnips to the ditch, where it 
threaded its way through the vegetation until finally it was flutter­
ing against the glass of the box. 

The bird was taken to the laboratory for examination: there it 
was seen that the resemblance to a Great Reed Warbler was purely-
superficial, and confined to size and plumage. There was no eye-
st r ipe; the bill was very different from that of an Acrocephalus, 
being shorter and deeper, with the culmen distinctly down-curved ; 
and the wing-formula too was quite different, particularly in the 
shape of the 1st primary which was unusually long and quite 
exceptionally broad. The bird was identified as a Thick-billed 
Warbler with the aid of Dresser 's Manual of Palaearctic Birds 
(1902) and Hartert 's Die Vogel der Palaarktischen Fauna (1910) 
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The upper-parts were bright olive-brown, the rump having a 
decidedly rufous tinge. The chin and throat were yellowish-white, 
and the breast, flanks and under tail-coverts washed with buff. 
Lores greyish. Wing dark brown, the primaries fringed 
olivaceous, the secondaries with rufous edgings. Axillaries and 
under wing-coverts buffish-white. Tail of 12 feathers, the outer 
pair 18 mm. shorter and the penultimate pair 8 mm. shorter than 
the longest feathers. Upper mandible dark brown, the lower flesh-
coloured ; 4 rictal bristles. Legs bluish, inclining to purplish on the 
sides of the tarsi, toes blue. Iris olive-brown, eye-lid plumbeous. 

Measurements : Chord of wing 79 mm. Bill from skull i6j mm., and 6 mm. 
in depth at the nostrils. Tarsus 29J mm. Tail 78 mm. Weight 22.84 gm-

Wing-formula: 3rd primary longest, 4th slightly shorter, both emarginate. 
Next in order of succession were the 5th, 6th, 2nd, 7th and 8th, shorter by 3, 
6, 7, 9 and 12 mm. respectively. Broad 1st primary 8 mm. longer than 
longest primary-covert. 

No ectoparasites were found on examination with chloroform 
vapour. The bird was ringed and after photographs had been taken 
by Dr. Maeve Rusk, William Eunson and K . W . it was released. 
For a short time it skulked in the garden in front of the Observa­
tory " Heligoland," and then flew low and swiftly—a very rufous-
looking bird—to some crags on the hillside above. 

FIG. 1—WEATHER-CONDITIONS OVER WESTERN EUROPE AT MIDNIGHT ON 
STH/6TH OCTOBER 1955, THE NIGHT BEFORE THE CAPTURE OF THE THICK-

BILLED WARBLER (Phragmaticola aedon) ON FAIR ISLE 
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FIG. 2—WING-FORMULAE OF THREE SIMILAR WARBLERS : GREAT REED 
(Acrocephalus arundinaceus), CLAMOROUS REED (A. (arundinaceus) 

stentoreus) AND THICK-BILLED (Phragmaticola aedon) 

The Thick-billed Warbler's important characters of a much larger first 
primary and shorter second primary are shown up in black and the length 
of the latter in each species is indicated by its relationship to the sixth 
primary which is also blacked out. In the Thick-billed Warbler the second 
primary may be as long as the sixth or as short as the eighth. 
These diagrammatic sketches are approximately natural size, so that the 
separate drawing of an average first primary of Ph. aedon shows the true 
size and shape. The so-called Clamorous Reed Warbler, from Egypt and 
further east, is variously regarded as a race of arundinaceus or as forming 
a superspecies with arundinaceus and orientalis (the Eastern Great Reed 

Warbler). 
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The Thick-billed Warbler was part of a considerable drift-move­
ment which involved a "rush" of Turdidae and Fringilla spp., in 
addition to a small number of departing summer visitors among' 
which Whinchats (Saxieola rubetra) and Blackcaps (Sylvia 
atricapilla) were dominant. A vigorous depression moved quickly 
eastwards across southern Scotland into the North Sea, its 
occluded front and associated rain-belt extending south-eastwards 
from Caithness to the Hook of Holland at midnight (Fig. i). The 
bulk of this drift must have taken place off the continental coast­
line from Holland and the Frisian Islands north to the Heligoland 
Bight, between this occlusion and a quasi-stationary front across 
the entrance to the Skagerrak. Farther than this it is quite 
impossible to trace the migration of this warbler, but it is worth 
while noting that an extensive belt of high pressure had been 
established across eastern Europe and central Asia for the fortnight 
before 6th October. 

ADDITIONAL NOTES ON THE SPECIES 

As we have already remarked, the Thick-billed is in the field 
very similar in size, shape and coloration to the Great Reed 
Warbler and though it has a deeper and shorter bill, a tail longer 
in proportion, a redder rump, blue legs and lacks an eye-stripe, it 
would, in our opinion, often be very difficult to distinguish. In 
the hand, however, the bill-shape is distinctive, while the propor­
tionate lengths of tail and wing and the very long, broad, rounded 
first primary are quite diagnostic (see Fig. 2). 

It is generally recognized that there are two races of the Thick-
billed Warbler, the typical form breeding in southern Siberia and 
Mongolia, and the other, Ph. a. rufescens, in Manchuria, north­
east China and Japan. The latter form is smaller and darker 
and, at least in summer plumage, more rufous than Ph. a. aedon. 
The winter-quarters are in east India, Burma, Indo-China and the 
Andaman Islands (see Fig. 3). According to the information 
given by E. S. Ptushenko in The Birds of the Soviet Union (Vol. 
VI, pp. 234-238), the species inhabits damp areas where it is to 
be found in thickets of bushes among high grass. The eastern race 
is also recorded in drier, more open areas, however, and even in 
village gardens. 

The nests are built from mid-June onwards in birches, osiers, or 
spiraea, 18 inches to 5 feet from the ground, in a fork or attached 
to several thin twigs. This bird thus builds rather higher than, 
and in slightly different situations from, the reed- and sedge-
warblers (Acrocephaius spp.) which are its nearest relatives in 
Europe. The nest is lightly built of dry grasses and gives an 
appearance of untidiness from the outside, but the cup is neatly 
finished and lined with fine grasses and occasionally horse hair. 
4-6 eggs are laid, and these are usually of a striking rose or violet 
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colour, thickly covered with "veins" or "twisted lines" of black, 
brown or yellowish-rufous markings. They are about the size of 
those of the Great Reed Warbler. Nothing appears to be known 
about the incubation or fledging periods of this species, and very 
little about its food other than that it consists of insects. 

FIG. 3—THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE THICK-BILLED WARBLER 
(Phragmaticola aedon) 

The breeding range is indicated by the black area and the winter-
quarters by being enclosed with a dotted line. The map is based largely 
on information given by E. S. Ptushenko in The Birds of the Soviet Union, 
Vol. VI, with modifications in the outline of the winter range based on 

other authorities. 

The song-, which is uttered from the tops of trees or bushes, is 
loud and is said to contain imitations of other species. It is 
described as "partly reminiscent" of the song of the Icterme 
Warbler (Hippolais icterina), though some loud, flute-like notes are 
similar to those of the Nightingale (Luscinia megarhynchos). The 
alarm call of the male is a loud and harsh "chok-chok," sometimes 
passing into a chattering "chok-chok-cherrerrek-chok." 

The authors wish to express their gratitude to D. D. Harber for 
translation from the Russian of certain passages in The Birds of 
the Soviet Union. 
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