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NOTES ON BRITISH RECORDS OF THE SPOTTED 
EAGLE AND STEPPE BUZZARD 

AND ON THE BRITISH TAWNY OWL. 
BY 

H. F. WITHERBY. 

THE SPOTTED EAGLE (Aquila clanga). 
WHILE there is no clear proof that the Lesser Spotted Eagle 
(A. pomarina) has ever occurred in the British Islands, some 
of the records of Spotted Eagles are so wanting in essential 
details that it is impossible to say to which species they refer. 

In the hope that further information may be forthcoming, 
or, better, that the doubtful birds may be sent for examination, 
I have discussed each record below. It seems to be generally 
supposed that the two species can always be separated by 
size, but unfortunately the measurements of males and 
females overlap, and in several cases the sex has not been 
ascertained. The considerably darker coloration of the upper 
parts of A. clanga at all ages, and in immature examples also 
the larger spots on the mantle than in A. pomarina are the 
best guides. There are also differences in wing formula, 
but for this one must make certain that the wing-feathers 
are not in a state of moult, which is not so easy in a stuffed 
bird. The following are the recorded occurrences :— 

ist, Immature bird, sex not stated, January 1845, shot near 
Youghal, Ireland, and now in the Museum of Trinity College, 
Dublin. Two were shot, but apparently only one preserved. 
Mr. Ussher (Birds of Ireland, p. 125) states that the wing 
measures io,£ inches ( = 502 mm.), but gives no further 
details. The size might refer to either species, depending 
upon the sex. Newton (Yarrell, 4th ed., 1, p. 20) gives a 
figure of this bird from a coloured drawing sent to him by 
Mr. R. Davis, but this is not conclusive though the figure is 
more like A. clanga. This bird should be carefully examined. 

2nd, Male, immature, December 4th, i860, captured in 
Hawk's Wood, Trebartha, between Hawk's Tor and Kilmar 
Tor in eastern Cornwall (E. H. Rodd, Zool., 1861, p. 7311).* 
Rodd gives a good description which points to the bird being 
A. clanga, and the size of the wing " from carpal joint to the 
end of the longest quill-feather (5th), 1 ft. 8 in." ( = 507 mm.) 
is larger than any male A. pomarina I have measured. 

* Murray A. Matthew subsequently wrote {Zool., 1861, p . 7380) 
that three years before Mr. Heaven had shot a Spotted Eagle on Lundy 
Island, but in his Birds of Devon he places the species in square brackets 
and states tha t the bird rolled over the cliff, fell into the sea, and was 
lost. From some feathers picked up it was thought to be of this species. 
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3rd, Sex not stated, immature, November 1861, shot near 
St. Columb, Cornwall (id., t.c, p. 7817). Unfortunately the 
sex is not given and only the length of the bird, which is 
useless. From the description, in which it is stated that the 
yellow spots over the back and scapulars are even more pre
dominant than in the i860 example, it is evident that this 
bird was also A. clanga. In his Birds of Cornwall (p. 5), Rodd 
states that this bird is in the Truro Museum, while the first 
appears to have been in his own collection. With reference 
to these two examples, the late J. H. Gurney (senr.), an 
authority on the Accipitres, stated in the Ibis (1877, p. 332), 
that he had examined them both and found them to be 
examples of A. clanga. Dresser also examined the one at 
Trebartha and came to the same conclusion, stating that it 
is a " very dark boldly-spotted bird " and adds that the St. 
Columb specimen in the Truro Museum had been destroyed 
by moth! (Zool., 1885, p. 230.) 

4th, Male, December 28th, 1861, shot near Somerley, near 
Ringwood, Hants. (Wise, New Forest; Kelsall and Munn, 
Birds of Hants., p. 152 ; Saunders, Manual 2nd ed., p. 325). 
Unfortunately no details are given, but the bird is in the 
collection of Lord Normanton at Somerley and should be 
critically examined. 

5 th, One is stated to have been picked up dead on Walney 
Island, Lancashire, and examined by Mr. W. A. Durnford, 
in 1875, but there are no further particulars and it seems 
doubtful if the bird was preserved (Birds of Lanes., 2nd ed., 
P- 125.) 

6th, Sex not given, immature, shot October 31st, 1885, at 
Cresswell, Northumberland (Saunders, loc. cit., and G. Bolam, 
Birds of Northumberland, p. 273). Mr. Bolam examined this 
bird which was " deep rich brown conspicuously spotted with 
creamy white." He gives the wing measurement as 2o | 
inches ( = 52 cm.), which is larger than any A. pomarina, 
even a female, and from this and the description of the 
colouring and spots, there is no doubt this bird is A. clanga. 

7th, 8th and 9th, In October and November 1891, three 
or more Spotted Eagles were reported in Essex and Suffolk, 
as follows :—One caught October 29th, at Elmstead, near 
Colchester (H. Laver, Zool., 1891, p. 470). Male immature, 
shot November 4th, at Sudbourne, Wickham Market, Suffolk. 
Another bird had been seen in its company (Pratt and Son, 
t.c, 1892, p. 25). Another immature bird was shot at Leigh, 
Essex, on November 3rd (Miller Christy, t.c., 1892, p. 76). 
Mr. Miller Christy also states (Vict. Hist. Essex), that an Eagle 
seen about Bardfield, throughout the following December, 
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was also probably of this species. Of the three obtained 
the Suffolk example is now in the Norwich Castle Museum, 
and Mr. Gurney, who has very kindly examined it carefully, 
informs me that it is quite a young bird, very dark and heavily 
spotted right up to the occiput and that he has compared 
it with skins of A. clanga and pomarina, with the former of 
which it agrees. It cannot be measured accurately as it is 
unfortunately a stuffed bird in a sealed glass case. The 
specimen captured at Elmstead, Mr. Miller Christy states 
(Zool., 1892, p. 76) is in the collection of the Hon. W. Roths
child, but it is not now at Tring and neither Lord Rothschild 
nor Dr. Hartert have any recollection of it. Mr. Christy 
(I.e.) gives the measurement of the wing of the Leigh bird 
as 19 inches ( = 482 mm.) which, if correctly measured, is 
too small for A. clanga. Of the Elmstead specimen Mr. 
Laver remarked " from its size and markings it corresponds 
with Mr. Howard Saunders's description of the small northern 
race." It seems certain, however, that all these birds came 
over together and it would be strange if the Suffolk bird were 
A. clanga and the Essex ones A. pomarina. It is important, 
however, that the Essex birds, if accessible, should be critically 
examined.* 

iothf Female, immature, picked up wounded November 
15th, 1915, at Brinsop Court, Hereford (W. R. Ogilvie-Grant, 
British Birds, IX., p. 186). This is in the British Museum 
collection and is undoubtedly A. clanga. 

THE STEPPE BUZZARD (Buteo b. desertontm auct.J) 
This bird, which has been inappropriately termed the 

African Buzzard and the Desert Buzzard, also (by Jerdon) 
the Harrier Buzzard, as well as more appropriately the 
Steppe Buzzard, was referred to in our Hand-List (1912) 
in a note, but should have been definitely included in the 

* Mr. Miller Christy is, unfortunately, unable to give me further 
information about these Essex birds owing to his books and papers 
being at the present time inaccessible to him. 

f A Spotted Eagle captured in the North Sea about 140 miles from 
the Norfolk coast on October 17th, 1907, was sent to the Zoological 
Gardens and identified as A. maculata {=A. clanga) (J. H. Gurney, 
Zool., 1908, p. 131). Mr. Jourdain informs me that Mr. W. H. Lysaght's 
collection at Castleford, Chepstow, contains a male and female Spotted 
Eagle with three nestlings, and in a footnote it is stated (Catalogue 
p. 79) : " All (respectively) shot and taken in England." No further 
details are given. There is, of course, no reason to suppose that these 
birds have ever bred with us, but the adults might possibly turn out 
to be among those I have been unable to trace. 

j The name desertorum, which is founded upon Levaillant's figure, 
cannot be accepted, as the bird depicted is quite unlike this species 
or, indeed, any other ! The next oldest acceptable name appears to 
be Buteo vulpinus of Gloger. 
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list. The specimen in the British Museum collection killed 
at Eversleigh (Wilts) in September 1864 by J. Clarke 
Hawkshaw and recorded by Gould (Birds of Great Britain, 
Vol. I., p. xxx.), has a good history, and is no doubt an 
example of this form. Its upper-parts are broadly edged 
rufous, tail tinged rufous and under parts with the centres 
of the feathers brownish-rufous, under tail-coverts and 
axillaries barred rufous, the under-parts being more rufous 
than any example of Buteo b. buteo that I have seen. The 
bird is unsexed, but its measurements are small even for a 
male B. b. buteo, viz., wing 363 mm., tail 200, tarsus 76, 
bill 20. Other specimens in the British Museum, which 
Mr. H. Kirke Swann considers to be referable to this form 
or B. b. zimmermannm (Synop. List Accipitres, p. 44), are, 
I consider, B. b\ buteo. 

A male obtained at Bywell, near Newcastle, in 1830, and 
a male from Tynemouth, November 1870, were stated by the 
late J. H. Gurney (senr.) to have been of this form (Ibis, 1878, 
p. 118). By the kindness of Mr. E. Leonard Gill and the 
authorities of the Hancock Museum, Newcastle, we have 
been able to examine the Bywell specimen, but the Tynemouth 
bird Mr. Gill says he is unable to trace. The Bywell example 
is absolutely typical of Buteo b. buteo in colour, but the wing 
is very short, measuring only 355 mm. But the bird is in 
moult, and the fourth primary in each wing is only about a 
quarter grown and is hidden by the other feathers. In 
the Common Buzzard, although the third primary is some
times as long as the fourth, it is sometimes as much as 
15 mm. shorter. If 15 mm. is added to 355 .we have 370, 
and considering also the worn state of the old third primary 
in this bird I think there can be no doubt that this is an 
example of the typical form Buteo b. buteo. The late J. H. 
Gurney was evidently misled by the size of the wing, and 
did not notice that the bird was moulting. At present, 
therefore, the inclusion of the Steppe Buzzard in the British 
List must rest upon the Wiltshire specimen of 1864. 

THE BRITISH TAWNY OWL (Strix alum sylvatica Shaw). 
In the next part of the Practical Handbook, shortly to be 

issued, it will be seen that the separation of the British Tawny 
Owl from the Continental form is adopted. The British bird 
is distinguished from the typical form by its smaller size : 
wing, males, British 245-270 mm., Continental 265-290 mm. ; 
females, British 255-275, Continental 270-305. Also in the 
British form the grey " phase " is very scarce, while in the 
typical form grey birds are more frequent than tawny ones. 
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