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T H E BLACK WHEATEAR {Saxicola leucura (6m.)) 

IN SUSSEX. 

A NEW BRITISH B I R D . 

T H E presence of a pair of birds near Rye Harbour tha t 
were described as " Black Wheatears " was first reported 
to me on August 31st, 1909. On September 6th Mr. 
Bristow informed me that he had been to the locality 
on the 2nd and seen two birds which answered to this 
description on the open grassland near the chemical works, 
between the town of Rye and the Harbour, a tract of 
land much frequented by migrating Wheatears, Wagtails, 
Mistle-Thrushes and other birds. He chased them 
unsuccessfully for some time, and they eventually flew 
over the river. On the same day the male was shot by 
one of the gunning fraternity a t Rye Harbour, who are 
always on the look-out for strange birds, and was received 
by Mr. Bristow on the 3rd. I t was seen in the flesh by 
Mr. L. A. Curtis Edwards, and examined by me two days 
later, after it had been stuffed. This bird is now in the 
collection of Mr. J . B. Nichols, who has kindly lent it 
for the purpose of producing the accompanying figure. 

On the afternoon of September 9th I paid a short visit 
to the neighbourhood, but failed to meet with the remain
ing bird, which, however, evaded the attentions of the 
gunners until the 16th, when it was shot. On examination 
I found that it was a female, and owing to its having been 
badly injured by large shot was not in such good condition 
as the male. The rusty-black colour of its plumage was 
also in strong contrast to the jet-black coloration of the 
first bird. 

Of the several species of chats that have a consider
able amount of black in their plumage, the present species, 
from its geographical range, is the one that is most likely 
(or least unlikely) to wander to Britain. On August 
11th, 1880, a bird, which Gatke considered without doubt 
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to have been an adult male Black Chat, was seen on 
Heligoland, but was not obtained. 

The range of the Black Wheatear or Chat is, roughly, 
southern Europe and northern Africa. Throughout the 
Iberian peninsula, except in the extreme north, and at 
Gibraltar, it is common ; in southern France and Italy, 
although rarer, it also occurs, but principally, if not 

Male Black Wheatear, Saxicola leucura (Gm.), shot on September 
2nd, 1909, near Rye, Sussex. (About one-half natural size.) 

entirely, as a migrant. A few breed in Sardinia and 
possibly also in Sicily, but there is no evidence of its 
occurrence in Corsica or Greece. In northern Africa it 
is the most generally distributed chat in Tunisia, being 
especially abundant in the central port ion; it is also 
common on the southern slopes of the Atlas in Algeria, 
numerous in Morocco, and not uncommon in some districts 
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of Tripoli. Further east than this it does not occur. 
Over a great part of its breeding-area this species is 
a resident, though probably a number of those which 
breed in southern Europe cross over to north Africa for 
the winter. 

The Black Wheatear is essentially a mountain and rock-
loving species, and is only abundant in the most arid 
rock-strewn districts, and almost every rocky valley and 
ravine in central Tunis is said to contain its pair of Black 
Chats. In habits it much resembles the Rock-Thrushes, 
and seems to form a connecting link between the two 
genera Monticola and Saxicola. The nest is one which is 
unusually hard to find, and is generally situated in a 
cranny or hole amongst rocks or in the wall of a cave, 
seldom at any considerable distance from the entrance, 
though nests under a tuft of grass on the mountain-side 
are not uncommon. The foundation is built of small 
pebbles collected by the birds themselves, and when the 
nest is situated in a more than usually open cranny, 
a small protecting wall of pebbles is built across the open 
side of the nest, from which peculiar habit the bird 
derives its common Spanish name of " Pedrero," or 
Stonemason. One such nest examined by Colonel 
Willoughby Verner was defended by a wall 9 inches long 
and 2£ inches high, composed of no less than 282 stones 
of all sizes, from a walnut to a pea ; the foundation of the 
nest was composed of 76 larger stones, the largest of 
which weighed 2 ozs., the total weight of all the stones 
being 4 | lbs. The nest itself is somewhat bulky, and is 
composed of coarse grass, neatly and plentifully lined 
with hair and wool. 

The eggs, which number four or five, vary in colouring 
from a delicate white to light greenish, spotted sparsely 
with lake-brown shell-markings and reddish surface-
spots, generally forming a zone at the blunt end. Average 
measurements 24'2 by 17'6 mm. 

The adult male is black and the female brownish-black 
all over, with the exception of the upper and under tail-



292 BRITISH BIRDS. 

coverts, which are pure white. The tail is also white, 
with the exception of the terminal half of the central and 
the tips of the remaining feathers, which are black. The 
young bird is described as dull black, the under tail-
coverts tipped with dull white, the upper tail-coverts 
pure white, and the tail black, tipped with white. 
(References : J . I. S. Whitaker, The Birds of Tunisia, I., 
p . 56; Irby, Birds of Gibraltar, p . 41 ; Colonel Willoughby 
Verner, My Life among the Wild Birds in Spain, p . 289 ; 
Bree, Birds of Europe, I I . , p . 89 ; H. E. Dresser, Birds 
of Europe, I I . , p . 247; see also Konig, J. f. 0., 1895, 
Taf. vi. and p . 385.) 

N . F . TlCEHUEST. 


