
On Thursday 12th October 2017, I 
was enjoying a pleasant but rather 
quiet day birding on St Agnes with 

my twin brother, Paul. Since not much was 
happening and we were due to leave the 
island the following day, I thought it best to 
settle our milk bill with Troytown Farm. 
Around 2.15 pm, as we wandered back along 
the road, we caught up with Martin Finch, a 
fellow birding regular to St Agnes, and 
together we checked the roadside fields for 
migrants. After helping a dung beetle 
(Scarabaeidae) to cross the road, we reached 
one of the many grazing fields hedged with 
tall Pittosporum and Coprosma bushes and 
noticed a Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla fly across 
the open field, quickly followed by several 
more, along with a larger, stockier warbler. 
We all immediately announced ‘that’s large’ 
as the birds disappeared into a Coprosma 
bush within the thick hedge. A brief discus-
sion quickly led to us agreeing that a Barred 
Warbler S. nisoria would be a good explana-
tion for the bird’s size, as nothing else really 
fitted what we had seen. Moments later the 
larger bird burst out of  the bush, flew 
through a gap in the rear hedge and was lost 
to view. In this brief view there was little to 
add to the previous sighting, although I 

thought that I had seen some black in the 
face. I mentioned this to the others and light-
heartedly quipped that the bird could be  
one of the Orphean Warblers S. hortensis/ 
S. crassirostris. Based on its overall size and 
appearance, Barred Warbler still seemed the 
most likely and realistic option, but there was 
a niggling doubt that it just wasn’t quite right 
for Barred. It left us a bit puzzled and 
thinking ‘If it was a Barred Warbler, why 
didn’t it appear more obviously like a Barred 
Warbler?’ 

Despite several people searching the area, 
well over an hour had passed since the two 
sightings and there was no further sign of 
the mystery warbler. I eventually found 
myself standing alone on the path and plan-
ning my next move. After packing the 
camera back into the bag, I took several steps 
forward only to see the same bird fly almost 
right over my head and land in the hedge at 
the back of the field. As soon as I put my 
bins on the bird, I found myself looking 
straight at an Orphean Warbler! Wow! There 
was no mistaking this bird, which resembled 
a large, stocky, pumped-up Lesser 
Whitethroat S. curruca with a proportion-
ately larger bill. Apart from the warbler’s 
obviously large size, the bill was the feature 
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that grabbed my attention – appearing 
thickset and long with a slight downward 
curvature, somewhat reminiscent in appear-
ance of a cuckoo’s bill being stuck onto a 
warbler. The bird then dropped down into 
the hedge and disappeared from view. 

Panic set in, frantic radio messages and 
manic calls were made to round up the St 
Agnes birding contingent and get them onto 
the bird. It took only a matter of minutes 
until everyone had gathered together but the 
bird was proving to be very elusive. Dave 
Grundy obtained permission to check the 
fields behind those by the road, but despite 
everyone searching, only a brief flight view 
was obtained. Eventually, as the light began 
to fade, the bird gave itself up with distant, 
brief and tantalising views to a few of the 
birders still gathered.  

News of the warbler was broadcast that 
evening and we hoped that the expected 
arrival of many would-be observers from 
other islands the next morning would help to 
clinch its identity. Those of us staying on St 
Agnes were out early the next morning, 13th 
October, hoping to see it but the bird proved 
elusive and again gave only a brief flight view. 
For me and the rest of our group time had 
run out, we had to leave on the 10.15 am 
boat. Our holiday had come to a stunning, 
completely unexpected but slightly frus-
trating finale, since we were leaving many 
expectant birders and good friends behind. 

But with so many keen-eyed birders on the 
island, it wasn’t long after we’d left that news 
of another sighting reached us. 

A day or so after we left the island, we 
heard that the bird had been identified as a 
Western Orphean Warbler S. hortensis. But 
this was not the end of the story since Bob 
Flood and Ashley Fisher disagreed with this 
identification and believed that it was an 
Eastern Orphean Warbler S. crassirostris. 
After examining the available photographs, 
they released the news on 23rd October that 
the bird had been reidentified as Eastern 
Orphean Warbler and that this identification 
had been supported and confirmed by Lars 
Svensson. Ashley and Bob take up the story, 
below, describing the events after we 
departed that led to the bird’s eventual iden-
tification as an Eastern Orphean Warbler. 

I would like to express my thanks to all the 
St Agnes birders for putting their faith in me, 
despite what seemed like endless hours of 
looking at empty bushes. This experience has 
proved to me that birding is a real team 
effort, especially so on the Scillies where 
views can be brief and frustrating due to 
limited access and the impenetrable thick 
hedges. It took a lot of  hard work from 
everyone, including the island’s birders and 
the visiting photographers and twitchers, to 
pull out a ‘first’ for Britain for the islands. 
Well done and huge thanks to everyone  
concerned! 
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92 & 93.  Eastern Orphean Warbler Sylvia crassirostris, St Agnes, Scilly, October 2017. 
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The identification as Eastern Orphean Warbler 

Following the discovery of  an ‘Orphean 
Warbler’ on St Agnes late in the day on 12th 
October 2017, we joined a boat filled with 
birders from St Mary’s to St Agnes on the 

morning of 13th October. Initial views of the 
bird at Troy Town were tantalising – in flight 
and very briefly perched. It then went 
missing for some considerable time before it 
was relocated near the top of New Lane. 
Viewing the bird there was difficult, although 
it was possible to see it in the hedgerow on 
the opposite side of the field by looking 
through gaps in the roadside hedgerow. 
Occasionally it sat near the top of the hedge, 
partially obscured, where it fed on blackber-
ries. With patience it was possible to gain 
acceptable views. 

As the day progressed, the number of 
birders at the site dwindled to a handful. For 
those who stayed, the views improved. The 
bird occasionally lowered its head and shoul-
ders and lifted its tail, then dropped down to 
a lower branch; and on several occasions we 
thought that we saw dark centres to the 
undertail-coverts. Eventually, the bird’s 
behaviour provided an unobscured view of 
the undertail-coverts, revealing dark centres 
to at least three of the longest pairs of under-
tail-coverts. 

In the late afternoon, still on site, we dis-
cussed what we had seen with the few 
remaining birders. There was some debate 
about the presence of dark centres to the 
undertail-coverts, which would favour 
Eastern Orphean, and which we were certain 
that we had seen on several occasions, 
although few others present were convinced 
about this. We also looked at some of the 
back-of-the-camera photographs, but these 
long-distance shots struggled to resolve the 
detail of these markings. Confusing matters, 
the outermost pair of tail feathers (R6), 
visible in the spread tail in a few flight shots, 
appeared largely white, favouring Western 
Orphean (plates 94 & 95). 

At about 4 pm that afternoon, the warbler 
was reported as ‘probable Western Orphean’ 
by the bird information services, and later in 
the day as ‘Western Orphean’, which surprised 
us given the pattern of the undertail-coverts. 
We both agreed that the warbler remained as 
Orphean sp. in our notes until this issue was 
resolved, which seemed unlikely given the 
elusive nature of the bird and the poor-

94 – 96.  The St Agnes Eastern Orphean Warbler, 
showing the tail pattern and the undertail-
coverts, October 2017.
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quality of the photographs obtained. The 
bird information services continued to report 
it as a Western Orphean Warbler until 17th 
October and again on 20th October.  

Neither of  us had the opportunity to 
return to St Agnes during this period, and no 
additional photographs came to our atten-
tion. Even so, we reiterated our concerns 
about the identification to birders on St 
Mary’s. On 21st October, we discovered a 
photograph taken by Adrian Webb that had 
been posted on social media (plate 96). This 
clearly showed dark centres to the longest 
three pairs of undertail-coverts, confirming 
what we had seen in the field, and thus elimi-
nating Western Orphean (although Shirihai 
& Svensson 2018 stated that some Western 
Orphean Warblers can show dark centres to 
the longest pair). 

At this stage we reviewed as many pho-
tographs of the bird as we could and were 
struck by two flight shots, taken by Jim 
Almond, in which the inner webs of the 
outermost rectr ices appeared to be 
‘ghosting’ a pattern typical of  Eastern 
Orphean. Western Orphean normally shows 
a pattern resembling that of Richard’s Pipit 
Anthus richardi – with a long white wedge 
running up the shaft of  the inner web, 
whereas Eastern Orphean typically has  
a pattern like that of  Blyth’s Pipit  A. 
godlewskii – a short but broad white wedge. 
We realised that this was not a photographic 

artefact because the pattern was apparent  
in two images and present in both of the 
outermost rectrices (fig. 1). That said, the 
underside of R6 on the closed tail in Adrian 
Webb’s photograph did not show the 
pattern. This can be explained by the fact 
that light passed through R6 in the spread 
tail and revealed the greyish markings, but 
the same was not true of the closed tail. It is 
important to note that the greyish markings 
in R6 under discussion are relatively weak 
and subtle compared with the denser, darker 
grey found on R5 (fig. 1). 

Since the evidence pointed to Eastern 
Orphean, and there was a possibility that the 
bird was still present – it was last reported on 
20th October – our next and most pressing 
concern was to make our findings public. We 
released details on Twitter in the early 
morning of  22nd October. Our posting 
covered the above discussion and concluded 
that the photographs pointed to an identifi-
cation as Eastern Orphean, whereas the bird 
information services were still reporting the 
bird as a Western Orphean. We were sur-
prised and disappointed that the posting gen-
erated little interest from the UK birding 
community. Later that day, Rare Bird Alert 
(RBA) asked us if they could post our note 
on their website and we agreed. The RBA 
posting reached a wider audience but again 
there was muted interest. 

Later that day we sent details of the Scilly 
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Fig. 1.  Tail of the St Agnes Eastern Orphean Warbler revealing the pattern and extent of white and 
grey ‘ghosting’ on the inner webs of R6. Comparison with specimens of Eastern Orphean Warbler 
reveals the same pattern on R6, which is likened to that of Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii. 
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bird to Lars Svensson, who had previously 
published criteria that established consistent 
differences in tail pattern and bill size and 
colour between Eastern Orphean and 
Western Orphean Warblers (Svensson 2012). 
Lars replied on 23rd October: 

‘Thanks for your e-mail about the 
Orphean Warbler on Scilly. I am afraid I 
cannot tell you “otherwise”, it is indeed an 
Eastern Orphean. Although the tail pattern in 
this case seems to fall into a narrow overlap 
zone (though looks better for Eastern than 
Western), the photo of the undertail-coverts 
conclusively shows that the bird was an 
Eastern. There is no way a Western could 
have such well-marked grey central streaks or 
blotches on the longer undertail-coverts. The 
undertail-coverts of  Western Orphean 
Warbler vary only slightly, and generally are 
diffusely tinged rufous-buff without distinct 
streaks or blotches, only a vague tendency to 
such at the most. It is typical for Eastern to 
have darker and greyer central streaks or 
blotches on these feathers. The pitfall is 
rather Eastern with poorly marked undertail-
coverts, but here you have a bird with 
obvious flecking, and such birds can readily 
be referred to the Eastern species.’ 

We immediately released this news via 
Twitter and the bird information services. 
Unfortunately, the bird was not reported 
after 20th October, and there were no sight-
ings after the identification as Eastern 
Orphean was established.  

Many congratulations and thanks go  
to the Wright brothers, Neil and Paul, and  
the other birders on St Agnes for their  

persistence with a hard-to-observe bird (as 
we discovered ourselves), and for releasing 
news without delay. 
 
Detailed description 
General impression Like an oversized Lesser 
Whitethroat. 
 
Size A large warbler, notably larger than 
Blackcap present at the time. 
 
Structure A particularly strongly built Sylvia 
warbler. Large squarish head with ‘pointed’ 
crown. Chunky body. Long tail. Stout long 
bill with a slight downward curve to the 
culmen reminiscent of a cuckoo’s bill. 
 
Plumage Upperside: forehead, crown, nape, 
scapulars, mantle, back, and uppertail-
coverts uniform mid brownish-grey. Tertials 
darker and pale-fringed. Blackish half-mask 
over the lores, below the eye and over the ear-
coverts. Tail feathers: in flight with tail 
spread, mid grey turning to dark grey in the 
central pair, R6 appeared largely white, R4–
R5 showed white tips. In photos, the pattern 
on R6 was similar to Blyth’s Pipit – grey with 
a wide, short white wedge on the inner web. 
Underside: white chin and throat, off-white 
breast to undertail-coverts. Undertail-coverts 
off-white with dark centres to the longest 
three pairs. 
 
Bare parts Bill: dark grey. Eyes: dark. Legs: 
blackish. 
 
Call No calls were heard. 
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Taxonomic history 
Each of the three widely recognised Orphean 
Warbler taxa was originally described as a 
distinct species in the eighteenth (hortensis) 
and nineteenth centuries (crassirostris and 
jerdoni). Throughout much of the twentieth 
century, however, the Orphean Warbler was 
treated as a single, wide-ranging species, S. 
hortensis, with three, or sometimes four, races 
recognised within a large breeding range, 

extending from the western Mediterranean 
east through the Middle East and southern 
Central Asia to Pakistan.  

More recently, Shirihai et al. (2001) and 
Kirwan et al.  (2008) treated Western 
Orphean and Eastern Orphean Warblers as 
allospecies, while Svensson et al. (2009) and 
Porter & Aspinall (2010) considered them to 
be two biological species. Svensson (2012) 
reinforced this view and treated them as two 



polytypic species: Western Orphean with 
subspecies S. h. hortensis and S. h. cyrenaicae 
(which he described from Cyrenaica, north-
east Libya), and Eastern Orphean Warbler 
with subspecies S. c. crassirostris and S. c. 
jerdoni. Svensson (2012) found that Eastern 
Orphean populations formed a cline from 
west to east with the male’s cap becoming 
increasingly blackish and more distinct, the 
upperparts paler, the underparts subtly paler 
and the tail proportionately longer. He was of 
the opinion that only birds at each end of the 
cline merited subspecies recognition, and 
that the poorly defined taxon balchanica, 
which breeds in the trans-Caspian region and 
much of  Iran, was best included within 
jerdoni. 

In their annual report for 2013, the tax-
onomic sub-committee of BOURC recog-
nised Western Orphean and Eastern 
Orphean Warblers as two distinct species, 
based on a combination of morphological 
(Svensson 2012), vocal (e.g. Shirihai et al. 
2001, Sample 2003, Svensson et al. 2009) 
and mitochondrial  cy tochrome b 
sequences  (e .g . Shir ihai  e t  a l . 2001, 
Böhning Gaese et al. 2003). They also con-
firmed the position of Western Orphean 
Warbler on the British List (Sangster et al. 
2013). The IOC adopted the BOURC deci-
sion to recognise the two species, although 
they have reinstated balchanica as a valid 
subspecies of  Eastern Orphean Warbler 
(Gill & Donsker 2018). 
 
Distribution and movements 
Eastern Orphean Warbler breeds across 
much of the warmer regions of the eastern 
Mediterranean east through southern 
Central Asia to Pakistan. The nominate race 
breeds from the Balkans east through Turkey 
to the Caucasus region and northwest Iran, 
and winters in the southern Arabian 
Peninsula and northeast Africa from Sudan 
to Eritrea and Ethiopia. To the east, the  
race S. c. jerdoni  breeds from southern 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan to Afghanistan 
and western Pakistan, and winters in the 
Indian subcontinent. Birds in northern Iran, 
northeast Iraq, southeast Turkmenistan and 
southeast Iran are treated as the race bal-
chanica. Given the difficulty in separating 
many of these birds, which resemble the 

other races, it is uncertain where this race 
winters. 
 
Extralimital records from 
northern Europe 
There are four British records of Orphean 
Warbler that have been accepted by BBRC 
but which have not been specifically identi-
f ied: Porthgwarra, Cornwall , on 22nd 
October 1967; St Mary’s, Scilly, on 16th–
22nd October 1981; Aberdeen, North-east 
Scotland, on 10th October 1982; and 
Saltash, Cornwall, on 20th–22nd May 1991. 
This is in addition to five accepted records 
of Western Orphean Warbler. Elsewhere in 
nor thwest  Europe, there are  just  two 
records of Eastern Orphean Warbler, both 
from the same municipality and county of 
Norway (Frøya, Trøndelag): a 1CY trapped 
and photographed on Sula on 3rd–8th 
October 2004; and a 2CY male trapped and 
photographed on Halten, from 12th August 
to 9th September 2006. The localities are 
two t iny is lands, remarkably c lose 
together.  
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Editorial comment Paul French, Chairman of BBRC, commented: ‘The identification of the 
two Orphean Warbler spp. has been dealt with in detail (e.g. Shirihai et al. 2001, Svensson 2012), 
but this record shows that they remain tricky to separate in the field. It also shows the benefit of 
good photographs. It is inescapable that had photographs of the undertail-coverts not been 
forthcoming, this record would most likely have remained as an Orphean Warbler sp. or, even 
worse, been misidentified in good faith as a Western Orphean. It is an example of a situation 
where we are convinced we have seen something (in this case plain undertail-coverts) but the 
reality is that we haven’t. The eye can deceive, memories can trick. It is to Ashley and Bob’s credit 
that they were not swayed from their certainty in the field, pursued the identification and did the 
detective work. This experience teaches us that prolonged and repeated views of the undertail-
coverts will be necessary to identify autumn Orphean Warblers to species in the absence of 
photo graphic evidence.’  

Andrew Harrop, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘The dense Pittosporum and Coprosma 
hedges on St Agnes present an attractive habitat to migrants but one which is difficult to watch. It 
is to the credit of the finders that they discovered the bird and identified it as an “Orphean 
Warbler”, and of the local birders who followed it up that they realised the significance of the 
undertail-coverts and persisted until they had proof. The documentation of this record is very 
“modern” insofar as digital images played an important role in helping to resolve differing 
impressions of the bird in the field.  

‘Widespread use of digital images has contributed to a decline in the quality of written 
descriptions submitted to records committees, yet they still have their place and ideally should 
cover all a bird’s features, not just those currently considered essential for identification. Field 
impressions are an important part of the identification process, and even the best digital images 
rarely convey every aspect of a bird. Furthermore, as our perceptions of identification and tax-
onomy change, so may the relative importance of birds’ features. It remains good practice to 
compile comprehensive descriptions.  

‘The history of records of “Orphean Warblers” in Britain is chequered: a previously accepted 
record of a female near Wetherby, Yorkshire, dated 6th July 1848 was rejected as one of the 
Tadcaster Rarities (Ibis 146: 192–195; Brit. Birds 98: 230–237), and three early twentieth-century 
records were rejected as Hastings Rarities (Brit. Birds 55: 299–384). Amongst the modern records, 
a relatively high proportion have not been identified to currently recognised species. “Orphean 
Warblers” remain genuinely rare, and despite a recent increase in records of Western Orphean 
more records will be needed before we can feel confident about any patterns of occurrence.’
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