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The discovery
On 7th November 1981, L. M. Wickins found
what he considered to be a Common Red-
start Phoenicurus phoenicurus just outside
Dungeness Bird Observatory, Kent. He men-
tioned the bird to the observatory warden,
Dorian Buffery (DB), who, in view of the late
date, went to have a look.

DB found an intriguing-looking bird with

a dark throat and upper breast contrasting
with striking orange underparts. It was
indeed similar to a Common Redstart but
appeared to be a Black Redstart P. ochruros,
although not a typical western bird P. o.
gibraltariensis. A number of others present at
the observatory also saw the bird and there
was general confusion as to its identity. Even-
tually, after some effort, the bird was trapped
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Abstract An orange-bellied male Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros at
Dungeness, Kent, in November 1981 was originally accepted by BBRC as being of
an eastern subspecies but a subsequent BOURC review led to the rejection of all
four records then accepted and the removal of any eastern subspecies from the
British List. This paper charts our developing knowledge of the appearance and
vagrant status of ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ and the ultimate reinstatement of the
Dungeness bird as the first British record of the Asian subspecies group
phoenicuroides/rufiventris/ xerophilus.
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and a full examination was carried out by
DB; the late Peter Grant (PJG) was among
those present and assisting with proceedings.

In the hand, the wing length was meas-
ured at 84 mm and the wing formula was
judged to be that of a Black rather than a
Common Redstart according to the details
given in Svensson (1975; see also Svensson
1992). The bird was ringed, sexed as a male
and, with moult contrast in the greater
coverts, aged as a first-winter. It was appar-
ently of the ‘paradoxus’ type (an adult-like
plumage acquired by some males in their first
autumn). Some photographs were taken of
the bird while it was still in the hand, after
which it was released. It was still present near
the observatory the following day.

The initial submission
With reference to the existing literature,
notably Witherby et al. (1938–41), the bird
was considered to be a Black Redstart of an
eastern subspecies and the record was sub-
mitted to BBRC by DB. The submission con-
tained a full ‘in the hand’ plumage
description and details of the wing formula,
together with three photographic slides of
the bird in the hand (though subsequently
only one slide seems to have been available
for assessment).

During the record’s three circulations, it
was noted that the wing formula details 
supplied failed to establish the presence of
an emargination on the sixth primary (P6, 
primaries numbered ascendantly), an
important feature of  Black Redstart
(Common Redstart generally lacks an emar-
gination on this feather). Nevertheless, the
wing length and details of  the primary
spacing were, in combination, considered
sufficient to identify the bird as a Black Red-
start. Eventually, it was accepted as the third
British record of an ‘Eastern Black Redstart’
and published as ‘showing characters of one
of the eastern races ochruros/semirufus/
phoenicuroides’ (Rogers et al. 1983). The
accompanying species comment noted
incorrectly that this was ‘the first time that
one of the eastern orange-bellied races has
been recorded in Britain’ but this was 
corrected in the following year’s report
(Rogers et al. 1984).

The two earlier accepted records involved

a ‘female/immature’ on Bryher, Scilly, on 13th
October 1975 and an adult male at Salt-
fleetby, Lincolnshire, on 15th–17th October
1978 (Rogers et al. 1980). Subsequently, a
male at Donna Nook, Lincolnshire, on 21st
October 1988 (but actually present on 16th–
22nd) and described as ‘showing characters
closest to ochruros’ was accepted and pub-
lished as the fourth British record (Rogers et
al. 1989).

The BOURC review
These four records were reviewed by BOURC
in 1998–99. In the case of the 1975 Scilly
bird, the notes were brief and the bird’s attri-
bution as a female/immature was contra-
dicted by an accompanying tracing of an
original sketch, which showed a male. It was
considered most likely to have been a hybrid
Black × Common Redstart. 

The notes and colour painting of the 1978
Lincolnshire bird showed features not associ-
ated with any subspecies of Black Redstart,
notably a combination of orange underparts
and a prominent white wing panel. It too was
judged to have been a hybrid.

As for the 1981 Dungeness bird, an
analysis of the single slide now available
failed to establish the presence of an emar-
gination on P6. It was also suggested that
some plumage features of the bird, such as
the warm orange-buff fringes to the wing-
coverts, might be more suggestive of  a
Common Redstart. With these uncertainties,
and a crucial element of the wing formula
missing, a hybrid was considered the most
likely option.

The 1988 Lincolnshire bird showed
orange in the lower belly, a character of
ochruros, but also a prominent pale wing
panel, which is not shown by that subspecies.
Despite the view of several members that it
might indeed be ochruros, it was felt that the
possibility of a western bird with restricted
orange in the lower belly, either through
normal variation or through intergradation
with ochruros, could not be excluded.

Two further claims, at Flamborough
Head, Yorkshire, on 3rd October 1979 and
12th October 1991, neither accepted by
BBRC, were also considered as part of the
BOURC review. In both cases the notes were
deemed incomplete and both were consid-
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Fig. 1. First-winter male ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides/rufiventris/
xerophilus, Wells, Norfolk, November 2003. These field sketches show what was at the time a
subspecies and plumage type not depicted in the popular literature. Nevertheless they show a 
suite of what are now recognised as first-winter male ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ features – a grey 
‘bib’ covering the upper breast, brownish fringes in the wing (but no white panel) and solidly orange
underparts with no white belly. 
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ered likely to have been hybrids.  
‘Eastern Black Redstart’ was eventually

removed from the British List (BOU 2002), a
judgement influenced by correspondence
with Bernd Nicolai, lead author of Nicolai et
al. (1996). After examining the various files,
Nicolai considered that the 1988 Lincolnshire
bird fell within the range of variation of
gibraltariensis but that all the other birds in
the review should be regarded as hybrids
(although no specific reasons for this were
given).

New knowledge
With the ink barely dry on the BOURC
announcement, 2003 brought new insights
into the appearance of ‘Eastern Black Red-
starts’ and their status in northwest Europe.
On 22nd October, a striking orange-bellied
Black Redstart was found at Ijmuiden, the
Netherlands (it was later established to have
been present on 21st also), and then on 28th
October a near-identical bird was discovered
on Guernsey, in the Channel Islands. A little
later, on 9th November, one was found in

Britain, at Wells-next-the-Sea, in Norfolk. All
were first-winter males of the ‘paradoxus’ type.

Both the Dutch and the Channel Islands
birds were photographed in the field and the
latter was also photographed and measured
in the hand. The appearance of the Dutch
bird was described by Steijn (2003) and that
of both the Dutch and the Channel Islands
birds was subsequently documented more
fully by the same author (Steijn 2005). The
latter paper went on to address in some detail
the identification of ‘Eastern Black Redstarts’
by both plumage and biometrics, covering
their separation from ‘Western Black Red-
start’, Common Redstart and, most impor-
tantly, Black × Common Redstart hybrids.

Further developments
The Dutch and Channel Islands birds were in
due course accepted by their respective rarities
committees but the 2003 Norfolk claim, once
submitted, remained in limbo. It was well
described and illustrated with paintings that
showed a suite of characters fully consistent
with ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ (fig. 1), but it had



been neither photographed nor trapped so no
biometric or genetic evidence was available. As
a consequence, it was difficult for BBRC to
conclusively eliminate a Black × Common
Redstart hybrid and put forward a case for
what would now be (in the wake of  the
BOURC review) a ‘first for Britain’.

At BBRC’s request, BOURC revisited its
‘Eastern Black Redstart’ review in early 2011.
BOURC concluded that the review had been
sound and that the photograph of the 1981
Dungeness bird showed what was probably a
hybrid, while a re-examination of the bird’s
biometrics based on this image also sup-
ported this identification. The 2003 Norfolk
bird thus remained in limbo. 

Then, on 11th November 2011, a similar
bird turned up at Foreness Point, in Kent
(plate 103). It remained until 17th, during
which time it was seen by many observers
and well photographed, while on 16th

November, another bird was found, this one
on Holy Island, Northumberland (plate 104).
This bird remained until 21st and it too was
both widely admired and well photographed.

These two birds arrived as part of an
unprecedented influx of ‘Eastern Black Red-
starts’ to northwest Europe with no fewer
than seven reported in Sweden and further
singles in France, Germany and the Nether-
lands (Hunt 2011). This multiple arrival was
in effect a re-run of the events of late autumn
2003, though this time more individuals were
involved.

Both British birds met the identification
criteria set out in Steijn (2005) and, in the
context of the wider influx in northwest
Europe, were accepted unanimously by
BBRC on a single circulation. The plumage
characters of both were a perfect match for
‘paradoxus’ first-winter male ‘Eastern Black
Redstart’ and the details of the wing formula
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103. First-winter male ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides/rufiventris/
xerophilus, Margate, Kent, November 2011. Though initially reminiscent of a male Common Redstart
P. phoenicurus, this bird shows the characteristic features of ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ – a grey ‘bib’
extending onto the upper breast, no hint of white in the forehead, no obvious white panel in the
closed wing and solidly orange underparts (with no white belly) extending to the undertail-coverts.
The wing formula can be read here too, the ratio of P5–P6:P6–P7 appearing to be approximately 1:2
and therefore incompatible with both Common Redstart and a Common x Black Redstart hybrid. 
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could be established from the photographs.
Furthermore, the Kent bird had provided a
faecal sample which, on analysis, provided
confirmation that it belonged to one of the
Asian subspecies phoenicuroides/rufiventris/
xerophilus.

Both the Kent and the Northumberland
records from 2011 were sufficiently well 
documented to be passed to BOURC for 
consideration for admission to the British
List but the question remained of how to deal
with the 2003 Norfolk bird. In addition, there
was also the question of  whether to re-
examine the records rejected in the BOURC
review, notably the well-documented and
essentially identical 1981 Dungeness bird.

A new submission
In the wake of the events described above, a
new submission of the 1981 Dungeness bird
was received from Brian Cox in early 2012.
On 7th November 1981, Brian had been bird-
watching at Dungeness with his brother
Stephen and his father Howard, when they
had come across the bird on the fence of the

Coastguard Cottages. He was still present
when it was trapped and examined in the
hand and took some photographs, three of
which were included with the new submis-
sion (plates 105–107).

Two of these new photographs achieved
second place in the 2012 Carl Zeiss Award
and were published as showing a ‘putative
Eastern Black Redstart’ (Rowlands 2012). In
the meantime, detailed work on these images
by BBRC had challenged the conclusion both
of the original BOURC review and of its sub-
sequent re-examination of the biometrics.
The BBRC view was that the biometrics did,
after all, support the identification as ‘Eastern
Black Redstart’. The ratio of P5–P6:P6–P7
was measured as 1:1.88, much closer to the
mean given by Steijn (2005) for ‘Eastern
Black Redstart’ (1:2.19) than that for a hybrid
(1:1.33). Furthermore, judged purely by eye
(as would be the case in the field), the ratio
appeared to be about 1:2. Caution was
required due to the relatively small sample
sizes in Steijn (2005) but the analysis of the
primary spacing was nevertheless considered
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104. First-winter male ‘Eastern Black Redstart’, Holy Island, Northumberland, November 2011. This
bird is almost a carbon copy of the Kent bird in plate 103, showing the same Common Redstart-like
suite of features. Particularly obvious here are the strong warm buff hues in the grey upperparts and
the fringes to the wing feathers. Although these also contribute to a rather Common Redstart-like
impression, they appear to be typical of fresh autumn ‘Eastern Black Redstarts’. 
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to favour ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ rather than
a hybrid.

The analysis of P6 was considered to be
even more indicative of this identification.
On the new images, this feather was clearly
emarginated and the emargination was also
long. In addition, the P4:P6 emargination
ratio was 0.65, correct for ‘Eastern Black Red-
start’ (mean 0.63) and well outside the
quoted range for a hybrid (mean 0.47) (Steijn
2005).

Furthermore, given the increasingly well
understood knowledge of the field appear-
ance of ‘paradoxus’ first-winter male ‘Eastern
Black Redstart’, it was clear that the 1981 bird
showed the key plumage characters: an
extensive grey-and-black ‘bib’ covering the
upper breast, uniformly deep orange under-

parts extending to the undertail-coverts,
orange axillaries and underwing-coverts, and
a lack of an obvious pale panel on the closed
wing. By contrast, there were no features
present indicative of a hybrid origin. Indeed,
it could be argued that the newly interpreted
biometrics were merely confirmation of what
was now to some voters readily apparent
from the photographs.

In view of the importance of the record,
Laurens Steijn, author of the 2005 identifica-
tion paper, was approached for his view. He
was in agreement with the BBRC analysis and
considered the bird a good candidate for a
‘first for Britain’. The bird was therefore
accepted unanimously by BBRC and the
record passed to BOURC for consideration
for readmission to the British List.
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105–107. First-winter male ‘Eastern Black
Redstart’, Dungeness, Kent, November 1981.
Plate 105 shows a grey ‘bib’ covering the
upper breast, apparently solidly orange
underparts and a closed wing lacking the white
panel found on male ‘Western Black Redstart’.

In plate 106, the wing-tip can be seen to be
formed by P4 and P5, with P6 also quite long.
Common Redstart typically has the wing-tip
formed by P3 and P4, with P6 more obviously
shorter. Also just visible here is a relatively
long emargination on P6, diagnostic of Black
Redstart (typically, the sixth primary of
Common Redstart is not emarginated).

In plate 107, the primary spacing can be
read on the closed wing. The longest visible
feather is P5, with P6 falling a little short and
then a longer gap to the tip of P7. The ratio 
of the tips of P5–P6: P6–P7 can be judged by
eye to be approaching 1:2. Br
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Reinstatement to the British List
BOURC examined the file in late 2013 and
early 2014. It agreed with the new biometric
analysis but stopped short of accepting that it
definitively ruled out a hybrid. The sample
sizes in Steijn (2005) were small and it was
considered that hybrids might exhibit greater
variation than indicated. Nevertheless,
BOURC agreed that the bird’s appearance
fully matched that of ‘Eastern Black Redstart’
with no indication of hybridisation, the date
of the bird was consistent with an emerging
pattern of vagrancy and the escape potential
was negligible. All the strands of evidence
therefore pointed to the overwhelming likeli-
hood that the Dungeness bird was an
‘Eastern Black Redstart’.

It was therefore accepted and ‘Eastern
Black Redstart’ was readmitted to the British
List (BOU 2015). While the appearance of
the Dungeness bird was consistent with that
of  the Central Asian subspecies phoeni-
curoides (by far the most likely to reach
northwest Europe), it was felt that the full
extent of variation in the other subspecies
was not fully understood and that an attribu-
tion to a broader subspecies group (i.e.

phoenicuroides/rufiventris/xerophilus) was, at
least for the time being, most appropriate.

The acceptance of the 1981 Dungeness
bird in turn enabled the acceptance of the
2003 Norfolk bird. Now relieved of  the
requirement to be accepted as a ‘first’, it was
accepted by BBRC by a 9:1 vote and pub-
lished along with the 1981 Dungeness bird
and the Kent and Northumberland birds
from 2011 (Hudson et al. 2014). Then, within
two months of their publication, came two
more individuals (both also ‘paradoxus’ first-
winter males), at Newby, Yorkshire, from
29th November to 3rd December 2014 (plate
108) and on St Mary’s, Scilly, from 30th
November to 12th January 2015 (Hudson et
al. 2015).

Discussion
‘Eastern Black Redstart’ of the subspecies
phoenicuroides is a long-distance migrant
breeding in the mountains of Central Asia
and wintering in northwest India, Iran,
Arabia and northeast Africa (BWP). Its
breeding and wintering ranges and migration
profile closely match those of a number of
regular late-autumn vagrants such as Hume’s
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108. First-winter male ‘Eastern Black Redstart’, Newby, Yorkshire, December 2014. This bird closely
resembles those in 2011 but has more solid black in the lores, chin and throat. Nevertheless a
subtle moult contrast can be seen in the greater coverts, and this bird is considered to have been 
a first-winter. Note that the emargination on P6 can be seen here as well as the P5–P6: P6–P7 ratio,
both features confirming that this is a Black Redstart. 
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Warbler Phylloscopus humei and Desert
Wheatear Oenanthe deserti and its arrivals in
Britain also match those of these two species.
All ‘Eastern Black Redstarts’ found to date
have been in November, the peak time for
these other species, and their arrival years
coincide too. The years 2003 and 2011 were
the best on record for Hume’s Warbler and
the second and third best ever for Desert
Wheatear.

A pattern of late-autumn vagrancy to
Britain and northwest Europe is thus now
well established and ‘Eastern Black Redstarts’
look destined to reach us regularly in future.
Indeed, they are already likely to be reaching
us more regularly than we currently recog-
nise. To date, all accepted records in Britain
and almost all in northwest Europe have been
of the relatively distinctive ‘paradoxus’ first-
winter males.

In ‘Western Black Redstart’ around 12% of
first-winter males are of the ‘paradoxus’ type
(Nicolai et al. 1996) and the same proportion
is said to apply also to eastern birds (Steijn
2005), although no evidence for this is 

provided. Whatever the actual proportion in
eastern birds, we are presumably overlooking
at least some first-winter males and, of
course, all females. These are browner than
‘Western Black Redstart’ with subtle orange
hues in the flanks, a slightly paler throat and
a prominent eye-ring, in all these respects
being more reminiscent of female Common
Redstart (Steijn 2005; see also plate 109). The
elimination of a hybrid in this plumage is
probably impossible, however, and would
have to rely on biometrics.

Fortunately, however, the field appearance
of adult and ‘paradoxus’ first-winter males is
increasingly recognised as distinctive, while
the quality of images now taken in the field
often enables biometrics to be assessed
without recourse to trapping. For today’s
observers, and for BBRC, the spectre of Black
× Common Redstart hybrids has been, if not
banished, then at least placed in a more real-
istic perspective. For a suitable-looking bird
in late autumn, a hybrid is no longer the
default option.

The history of ‘Eastern Black Redstart’ in

109. Female-type ‘Eastern Black Redstart’, Haryana, India, January 2016. This female-type ‘Eastern
Black Redstart’ would be a tough identification challenge in Europe. It is reminiscent of both Black
and Common Redstarts, combining the greyish upperparts hues of the former and the more
orangey underparts (strongest on the rear flanks), subtly pale throat and strong eye-ring of the
latter. If visible, the wing formula would eliminate Common Redstart and a hybrid and confirm it 
as a Black Redstart. 
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Britain (and particularly that of the 1981
Dungeness bird) has been unusually long and
tortuous. However, it provides a good
example of how our collective knowledge
advances in fits and starts. It also offers a
good example of how BBRC’s approach can
adapt to new information and experience.
From a position where biometrics or DNA
evidence was deemed necessary to secure
acceptance (Kehoe 2006; Parkin & Knox
2010), we have now reached the point where
this subspecies can be accepted on the basis
of field notes. With the characters of male
‘Eastern Black Redstart’ now well under-
stood, and observers suitably primed, we can
certainly anticipate more records; although
how long it will be before the first accepted
record of a bird in a female-type plumage is
harder to gauge. 
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