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The eastern subspecies of the Common Red-
start Phoenicurus phoenicurus samamisicus is
generally described as inhabiting the Cau-
casus, parts of  Turkey and parts of  the
Middle East. Most authors place Ukraine’s
Crimean Peninsula into the range of this sub-
species as well (e.g. Menzel 1971, Cramp
1988, Glutz von Blotzheim 1988). However,
good data on the distribution of  the
Common Redstart in the Crimean Peninsula
is lacking (for example, see Hagemeijer &
Blair 1997), as are those concerning sub-
species identity. Another point of debate is
whether forms intermediate between P. p.
phoenicurus and P. p. samamisicus exist. The
three references cited above all mention
intermediate populations in western Turkey,
the Caucasus and the eastern Balkan region
but new data are lacking and Small (2009)
even suggested that there was a distinct lack
of evidence of intergrades between the sub-
species where they meet in the Caucasus. 

During a trip to the Crimean Peninsula in
early May 2010, I noted the presence/absence
of Common Redstarts at all places visited
(Bakhchys aray, 44°44’N 33°56’E; Karadag,
44°55’N 35°12’E; Mysove, 45°26’N 35°49’E;
and Simferopol, 44°57’N 34°06’E). At the two
places with the highest densities of
Common Redstarts (Bakhchys aray
and Karadag, with 5.6 and 6.1
males per linear km, respectively),
I searched for territorial birds and
noted whether they most resem-
bled phoenicurus (with no white
wing-panel at all), samamisicus or
were intermediate. Since I found
no description of intermediates in
the literature, I judged males
showing a distinctly smaller 
white wing-panel than ‘normal’
samamisicus to be intermediates
(see plate 228 and fig. 1), although
I am aware that such birds 
could in fact be heavily worn
samamisicus.

Common Redstarts were noted

at all four sites visited. I found them in
human settlements, orchards and open
forests, but the highest densities were
observed in areas where all these habitats
occurred together. At Bakhchys aray and
Karadag, phoenicurus-types were most abun-
dant, followed by samamisicus-types. Of
those birds seen well enough to assign to one
of the three categories, I recorded eight
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228. Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus, showing
small wing-panel and thus judged to be intermediate between
subspecies phoenicurus and samamisicus; Bakhchysaray, May
2010.
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Fig. 1. Sketch of an ‘intermediate-looking’ male
Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus.
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phoenicurus-types and four samamisicus-
types at Bakhchys aray, and five phoenicurus-
types and two samamisicus-types at Karadag.
There was no evident habitat differentiation
between territories of the two forms (at
Bakhchys aray, I found a phoenicurus-type
singing within 30 m of a samamisicus-type)
and the songs were indistinguishable to my
ear. Singing birds with a small wing-panel
(thus classed as intermediate) were noted at
both sites (three individuals at Bakhchys aray
and two at Karadag) as well as at Simferopol
(one individual).

My observations suggest that the
Common Redstart is widespread in suitable
habitat in southern Crimea. Both subspecies
occur, with nominate phoenicurus perhaps
even more numerous than samamisicus.
These findings appear to be new, or at least
unreported in the existing literature. My
observations suggest that the two subspecies

are not separated by either habitat or song
and that intergrades do occur in this region.
A detailed analysis of plumage details in such
a zone of hybridisation would be extremely
interesting. The existence of such intergrade
populations is certainly of interest to birders
in western Europe, since intermediate birds
would have to be considered when vagrant
samamisicus-types are encountered. 

References
Cramp, S. (ed.) 1988. The Birds of the Western

Palearctic. Vol. 5. OUP, Oxford.
Glutz von Blotzheim, U. N. 1988. Handbuch der Vögel

Mitteleuropas. Aula Verlag, Wiesbaden.
Hagemeijer, E. J. M., & Blair, M. J. 1997. The EBCC Atlas

of European Breeding Birds. Poyser, London.
Menzel, H. 1971. Der Gartenrotschwanz Phoenicurus

phoenicurus. Neue Brehm Bücherei Nr. 438. A.
Ziemsen Verlag, Wittenberg Lutherstadt.

Small, B. J. 2009. The identification of male ‘Ehrenberg’s
Redstart’, with comments on British claims. 
Brit. Birds 102: 84–97.

406 British Birds 103 • July 2010 • 405–407

Letters

Nicolas Martinez, Baumgartenweg 20, 4053 Basel, Switzerland

Presumed ‘brevirostris’-type Common Chiffchaffs wintering in
Jordan
During a trip to Jordan in December 2009, I
focused my attention on wintering Common
Chiffchaffs Phylloscopus collybita . The
existing literature is unclear in terms of
which subspecies occur in this part of the
Middle East, but some references (e.g. Porter
et al. 1996, Shirihai 1996) led me to examine
the birds I encountered carefully.

In Aqaba, on the Red Sea coast, most
Chiffchaffs had collybita/abietinus-like calls –
‘huitt’, sometimes slightly disyllabic – but one
individual uttered a distinctive soft ‘swee’,
recalling tristis. Although I saw it only very
briefly, it looked more similar to abietinus
than a tristis-type. During my week-long stay,
I heard 56 different birds from Aqaba north
to Amman. Of these, 41 (73%) uttered a
‘swee’ or sometimes slightly disyllabic
‘swee(u)’ call, while 15 gave the typical abiet-
inus call ‘huitt’. The ‘swee’ call was distinctly
different from most of the calls we hear in
western Europe – and especially from the
‘sweeoo’ which is heard from abietinus and
collybita, principally autumn juveniles. It was
also slightly different from that of tristis,
sometimes with a falling terminal ‘e’, which

rendered a more plaintive call than that
form’s. An attempt was made to record the
call using a camera microphone but this was
not successful (mainly because such micro-
phones have a low-frequency response, gener-
ally below 4 kHz, and this tends to introduce
acoustic artefacts; Magnus Robb in litt.).

Most of the Chiffchaffs were in Tamarix or
Acacia bushes and were not easy to photo-
graph, but after some good views I compiled
the following description of those birds
calling ‘swee/swee(u)’ (compared with 
collybita/abietinus): 

• upperparts browner (when seen in shade)
or greenish-brown (in stronger light), but
clearly ‘darker’ than western birds;

• underparts more yellowish on breast and
flanks, the latter sometimes washed with
buff;

• supercilium yellowish-cream or tawny,
always well marked, and bordered by a
blackish eye-stripe;

• legs blackish-brown, sometimes clearly
black; bill with black upper mandible and
more often orange lower mandible tipped
black. 



These birds seem clearly different
from abietinus in terms of  call and
plumage. I did not see birds with a tristis-
or ‘fulvescens’-type (Lindholm 2008)
plumage in Jordan, though some birds
recalled Mountain Chiffchaff P. sindianus
in both call and plumage. The latter has
darker brown upperparts, less yellowish
underparts and supercilium but some-
times a very similar call (though generally
more incisive and less plaintive). These
‘swee/swee(u)’ callers were in the
majority between Aqaba and Petra/Wadi
Dana, but it was almost exclusively this
form that I encountered north of Wadi
Dana. 

To me, these birds recalled those I had
seen and heard in northwest Syria in
April 2006, in an area where breeding
Chiffchaffs probably belong to the poorly
known taxon ‘brevirostris’ (Dubois & Duquet
2008). The birds seen in Jordan were a little
browner than those seen in Syria, but at a dif-
ferent time of year. During a winter trip to
Iran in 2000, I encountered some birds with a
similar appearance and call (sometimes a
clearly disyllabic – ‘swee-hu’), which could be
assigned to the form ‘menzbieri’ (probably
close to ‘brevirostris’). 

The description of ‘brevirostris’ given in
Porter et al. (1996) is correct, including the
browner tinge on the upperparts and breast
sides than abietinus, distinct supercilium and
different call. Shirihai (1996) mentioned ‘ful-
vescens’ as a winter visitor to Israel, this form
being, in his opinion, intermediate between
abietinus and tristis. But it is quite conceiv-
able that these birds are similar to those win-
tering in Jordan and that they may in fact be
‘brevirostris’. It is possible that birds breeding
in eastern Turkey, northwest Syria and in
some parts of the southern Caucasus winter
south as far as Jordan (in decreasing numbers
farther south) and, possibly, Israel, with a
journey between breeding and wintering
areas of up to 1,200 km. It is also possible
that such birds reach Kuwait (some images
on www.alsirhan.com/Birds/Chiffchaff_2.htm
show birds similar in appearance to those 
I saw in Jordan).
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229. Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita,
presumably of race ‘brevirostris’, Jordan, December 2009.
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No differences in habitat preference were
apparent between the two forms seen in
Jordan; the two were seen side by side in
orchards at Rhama (in the Araba Valley) and
elsewhere. The fact that the two populations
have clearly different calls points to a clear
segregation and further research is needed to
investigate to which other taxa ‘brevirostris’-
types have closest affinities if they are not a
good taxon in their own right. Such birds 
are probably not just a subtle variation of
abietinus (as considered by Lars Svensson –
see Dubois & Duquet 2008). 
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