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THE LIGHT AND DARK-BREASTED BRENT 
GEESE. 

BY 

THE REV. F. C. R. JOURDAIN, M.B.O.U., H.F.A.O.XJ. 

THE impossibility of defining the subspecies or geographical 
races of a migratory bird without series of skins from different 
parts of its breeding-range is clearly shown by the history 
of the Brent Goose in our ornithological literature. 

The Brent is a common winter-visitor to our coasts, and if 
a series be examined it will be found that while some have 
the whole of the under-surface a uniform slate-grey, there 
are others in which a great part of the lower-breast and 
abdomen are white, or at any rate whitish, with ashy-brown 
markings on the breast and flanks. Occasionally, but rarely, 
birds occur which it is not easy to classify under either head. 

In North America the problem is a much simpler one. 
White-breasted birds occur on the Atlantic side, while a 
much darker form (B. bernicla nigricans) is met with in the 
Pacific. This is a very distinct race, which breeds along 
the Arctic coast of East Asia and Western N. America, and is 
universally recognized, so we need not discuss it further. 

But to return to the Atlantic birds, C. L. Brehm in the 
Isis, 1830, p. 996, separated four races : (1) Bernicla glauco-
gaster ; (2) B. micropus ; (3) B. platyuros and (4) B. collaris. 
Subsequently in the Handb. Naturg. Vog. Deutschl., p. 849 
(1831) he gives some details of these forms by which we are 
enabled to identify them. No. (1) somewhat inappropriately 
refers to the dark-breasted bird, as also does No. (2) ; No. (3) 
is a mere aberration with eighteen rectrices,- while No. (4) 
is the white-breasted form. 

Macgillivray, who wrote mainly from his own experience, 
only knew the light-breasted form. Saunders, in the 4th 
edition of Yarrell {IV., p. 293), very correctly describes the 
two forms, the light one from the Atlantic and the dark from 
Novaya Zemlya and perhaps Arctic Siberia, but at that time 
it was not considered necessary to name local races. Seebohm, 
who was in his own way a pioneer, went a step further in his 
History of British Birds (1885). He separates Anser brenta 
from the Taimyr, Novaya Zemlya, Franz Josef Land and 
Spitsbergen {sic) with dark under-parts, and A. b. glaucogaster 
from W. Greenland to the Parry Isles with white breast. 
Here are two serious errors. Spitsbergen is included in the 
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range of the dark form and the erroneous name " glaucogaster " 
is adopted. 

These two errors were copied and recopied from book to 
book for the next thirty or forty years, and it is only quite 
recently that they have been detected. 

In 1895 Trevor-Battye published his Icebound on Kolguev. 
Describing the great battues organized by the Samoyedes 
against the Geese, he distinctly states that though the majority 
of birds were slaty-breasted, a minority had breasts as light 
as mother-of-pearl. He brought home no skins in support 
of this statement, which was presumably written up from 
rough notes on the spot. 

S. Alpheraky (1905), in his work on the Geese, makes the 
significant statement that all the birds obtained by Buturlin 
on Kolguev in 1902 were dark-breasted. While separating 
the two forms under the names of Branta bernicla and B. b. 
glaucogaster he repeats Seebohm's error of including Spits
bergen in the range of the first form and explains the apparent 
occurrence of both forms in Kolguev as a parallel with local 
dimorphism in the Lepidoptera. The Brent is according to him 
dimorphous in Kolguev (Trevor-Battye) and also on Novaya 
Zemlya (on the strength of one skin in the British Museum, 
which Salvadori ascribes to the light-breasted race, although 
it is not typical of that form) as well as on the Taimyr. 

In the last case the only evidence is that of a single skin 
brought back by Middendorff from the Taimyr. In North 
America and Greenland on the other hand it is according 
to him " polymorphous," but as he explains this as meaning 
" only in its light-bellied form," it may be a translator's 
error for " monomorphous." 

In the Handlist of British Birds these now universally 
accepted errors were repeated, as was also the case in the B.O. U. 
List of 1915. Meanwhile in 1912 KOenig's great work on the 
Avifauna Spitzbergensis appeared. Here Le Roi makes several 
references to light- and dark-breasted birds and seems to 
confirm the presence of the two forms on the same breeding-
ground, as already recorded by Trevor-Battye for Kolguev. 
It is significant that in the coloured plate by Keulemans from 
skins sent over by Koenig for the purpose, both birds are 
light-breasted, though one has a good deal more grey-brown 
marking on the breast and flanks. These figures are intended 
to illustrate the two forms, but neither approximates in the 
least to the uniformly slaty-breasted type. 

In 1917 Misses Baxter and Rintoul, finding specimens of 
the Light-breasted Brent in Scottish collections, appealed 
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for further information, as this race was then believed to be 
a straggler from North America. This elicited a characteristic 
paper from Mr. Abel Chapman, who begins by stating that 
" no two such forms as are presupposed exist in wild nature " 
—because dark, light and intermediate birds occur in winter 
in the same flocks. Then comes the remarkable statement 
that " Dozens of travellers in Spitsbergen and Novaya 
Zemlya have testified to finding Pale-breasted Brents breeding 
in these lands by thousands." I am not aware of the writings 
from which this information with regard to Novaya Zemlya 
is derived, but am under the impression that very few 
travellers have met with geese breeding there at all, and that 
the only light-breasted Goose from Novaya Zemlya is the 
dubious skin now in the British Museum. Mr. Chapman 
then proceeds still further to give his case away by stating that 
out of thirty or forty specimens killed and examined by himself 
in Spitsbergen in 1881 every one belonged to the light-breasted 
type ! But J. G. Millais (Scot. Nat., 1917, p. 215) proceeded 
to show that the statement that " Every big pack contains 
individuals that display every grade of colour " was only 
locally true, for all birds killed in Dornoch, Cromarty and 
Moray Firths were white-breasted. In the Tay estuary all 
birds seen were dark-breasted and those from the Eden 
estuary and Forth were also dark. 

On the combined weight of this evidence of Trevor-Battye 
and Koenig, supported by the joint nocking on the Northum
brian coast, Dr. Hartert came somewhat unwillingly to the 
conclusion that the two forms could no longer be upheld as 
distinct, as they had been proved to breed together, and all 
our recent works (Addenda to Hand-List, Vdgel d. pal. Fauna 
(1920), the Practical Handbook, the B.O.U. List of 1923 and 
Witherby's Check-List (1924) unite the two forms. 

Let us summarize the facts. All. specimens from the 
breeding-grounds in eastern North America and Greenland 
and nearly all occurring in winter on the east of North America 
are admittedly light-breasted. All the birds met with by 
Chapman in 1881 were light-breasted, as were also all those 
seen by us in 1921 and 1922 in Spitsbergen. Koenig's birds 
appear to have been also all of this race, but it is desirable 
that skins from his large series should be compared. It is, 
therefore, practically certain that all the birds breeding from 
Spitsbergen to the Parry Islands belong to the light-breasted 
form, which migrates in flocks of this race alone to the northern 
Scottish estuaries, meeting the stream of migratory dark-
breasted birds further south. The dark race, on the other 
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hand, inhabits W. Siberia, the only instance of the light 
form being Middendorff's bird, and on Novaya Zemlya, the 
evidence is all in favour of the dark-breasted form with the 
exception of the one skin in the British Museum, which is 
far from being a typical light-breasted bird. From Franz 
Josef Land we have only one skin, which is also unsatisfactory, 
while on Kolguev there is the evidence of Trevor-Battye 
(unsupported by specimens) that some of the birds are light-
breasted. All birds from the Taimyr eastward are dark 
(one exception recorded). On the North Russian islands the 
evidence is not quite satisfactory or clear and it is possible 
that a third and somewhat intermediate form occurs here. 

But even if it be granted that there are areas in which the 
breeding-ranges of the two forms overlap (and so far the 
evidence is of the most unsatisfactory nature) does this 
furnish any adequate reason for uniting two forms, each of 
which has a vast breeding-range, extending in the case of 
the pale-breasted race for over a thousand miles, in which the 
other form does not occur or has only been recorded on a 
single occasion ? 

The question can only be solved by the acquisition of a 
series of skins of breeding birds from these localities. At 
present we have not the material to decide. With regard to 
the name by which these races should be known, Linnaeus 
gave the name of Anas bernicla to the Brent : " Habitat 
in Europa boreali: migrat supra sveciam." Evidently this 
applies to the dark-breasted bird, but if the North Russian 
race is eventually separated from the West Siberian it will 
be necessary to restrict it to one of the two and we commend 
to Dr. E. Lonnberg the important duty of ascertaining upon 
what material Linnaeus based his name. 

For the pale-breasted bird Brehm's name of collaris seems 
applicable. It was originally applied to a winter visitor 
to the coast of Germany, but there seems no reason to doubt 
that the stream of migrants moving south from Spitsbergen 
does extend in diminishing numbers to the coasts of Holland 
and even to the Baltic. 


