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RED-HEADED BUNTING IN ORKNEY. 
A NEW BRITISH BIRD. 

ON the afternoon of June 19th, 1931, on North Ronaldshay, 
my wife and I saw a bird entirely new to us. It was feeding 
alone on some arable land and we watched it for half an 
hour within fifteen yards. We then flushed it and it flew 
out of sight. On our return to the house we were able by 
means of Gatke's Heligoland to identify it as a Red-headed 
Bunting (Emberiza iderica). 

As this species did not appear to have been recorded for 
the British Islands we realized that the observation was of 
no real scientific value without the bird. We therefore 
went out again and about 9.15 p.m. found and procured it 
about half a mile away from the spot where we first saw it. 
I sent the bird in the flesh to the British Museum, Cromwell 
Road, where it was made into a very good skin, and to this 
institution I have presented it so that it may there rest as a 
permanent record. 

The bird is an adult male in brilliant plumage, and apart 
from the amazing intensity of its yellow under-parts the 
bright chestnut head especially attracted our attention, 
because when the bird turned its head the " face " appeared 
to be vivid crimson. This was no doubt due to some play 
of light on the somewhat separated feathers round the bill. 

For several days before we saw this Bunting the wind had 
been from the north-west and west-north-west and violent 
at times, but the bird had no appearance at all of being 
exhausted and may have been on the island for some time. 

North Ronaldshay, which is the property of Mrs. W. H. 
Traill of Woodwick, is the most northern of the Orkney 
Islands, and is 3§ miles long by J to 2 miles broad; it is 
rather flat, the west coast only having a few low rocky cliffs. 
The island has a population of about 200 and is highly 
cultivated and has many fowls, sheep and cattle. Owing 
to the winds there are no trees or bushes except for a few 
up to the height of the protecting wall in Mrs. Traill's garden. 

The island has not been much watched for birds since the 
days of my wife's uncle, Allan Briggs, who wrote several 
papers on the subject (see Ann. Scot. Nat. Hist., 1893, 1894 
and 1897). G. EARDLEY TODD. 

Colonel Eardley Todd is to be congratulated upon having 
discovered this interesting bird. The fact that its normal 
range is nowhere west of Persia shows that in some way the 
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bird became lost and a wanderer, but that it has been detected 
five times previously in Europe gives this British record 
additional interest. 

The species being an addition to the British List, we give 
below some details with regard to it in the form of our 
Practical Handbook. 

45A. Emberiza iclerica Eversmann—THE RED-HEADED 
BUNTING. 

EMBERIZA ICTERICA Eversmann, Uchen. Zap. Kazansk Univ., 1841 (1), 
p. 161 (1841—Rocky eastern shores of Caspian Sea). 

N.B.—The species had generally been called Emberiza 
luteola Sparrman, Mus. Carlsonianum, fasc. 4, Taf. 93, and 
Text, 1789-—no locality but supposed India. In Nachtrag I 
(published 1923) to his Die Vogel der palaarktischen Fauna 
Dr. Hartert states (p. 24) that Dr. Stresemann has pointed 
out that the figure depicts rather a South American bird now 
called Sycalis minor. Sparrman's description is, we think, a 
fair one of this Bunting, but the figure is quite unlike it. All 
doubt on the question is, however, dispelled by the fact, as 
kindly pointed out to us by Dr. C. B. Ticehurst, that the 
type specimen is in the Royal Natural History Museum at 
Stockholm and has been positively identified by Count 
Gyldenstolpe as the South American bird. Moreover, Count 
Gyldenstolpe remarks that this was already noted by Sunde-
vall in 1857 ! (see Arkiv for Zoologi, Vol. 19A, No. 1, p. 20 
(1927)). 

Of recent years the bird has been called Emberiza icterica 
Eversmann, Addenda ad Pallas Zoog. Rosso-Asiat., II., p. 10, 
1841. In the Fauna of British India, Birds (second edition), 
Vol. VIII., p. 658, Mr. E. C. Stuart Baker states that this 
name was not published until 1842 and that Emberiza 
bruniceps Brandt, Bull. Sci. Acad. St. Petersb., IX., p. 12, was 
published in May, 1841, and not in 1842 as generally quoted. 
He therefore adopts the name bruniceps. Unfortunately, 
Mr. Baker does not give the evidence for the statement that 
Part II. of Eversmann's Addenda was not published until 
1842. Moreover, Dr. C. D. Sherborn gives in his Index 
Animalium reference to the earlier Kazan publication 
quoted above for Eversmann's icterica, and an examination 
of this shows that the separate work was reprinted from it. 

The Bulletin containing Brandt's description of E. bruniceps 
(so spelt) is certainly dated 28th May, 1841, at the bottom 



68 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XXV. 

of the column numbered 12 (not 11 as usually quoted) on 
which the description appears, but failing actual proof that 
this antedates Eversmann's now widely used E. icterica 
and pending a pronouncement on the subject by the B.O.U. 
List Committee, we propose to adopt that name. 

DESCRIPTION.—Male, Winter,—Crown chestnut to golden, more or 
less obscured (varying individually) by long brown tips to feathers, 
sometimes with a dark median streak ; nape green-yellow obscured 
by brown tips ; mantle and scapulars yellow-green obscured to varying 
extent by brown tips to feathers, which are streaked centrally with 
dark brown ; rump greenish-yellow feathers lightly tipped brown ; 
upper tail-coverts browner with yellow fringes ; ear-coverts, chin 
and throat extending on to upper-breast chestnut, more or less obscured 
by buff t ips ; a line of yellow often divides the chestnut of the ear-
coverts from the throat, but this is sometimes absent and sometimes 
also the throat is mostly golden-yellow ; rest of under-parts yellow, 
feathers more or less tipped pale buff ; tail black-brown, narrowly 
edged pale brown and fringed yellow-green a t base, outer feather with 
a pale brown streak up the inner web ; wing-feathers black-brown, 
narrowly edged pale brown ; inner secondaries, greater and median 
wing-coverts same, but more broadly edged and also tipped pale brown ; 
lesser wing-coverts dark brown fringed green. This plumage is 
acquired by complete moult October to December. Summer.—As 
winter, but owing to the wearing away of the brown and buff tips 
and fringes of the feathers the chestnut or gold of crown and throat 
and yellow of under-parts and rump become uniform and brilliant, 
«fhile the mantle becomes yellow-green streaked dark brown. 

N.B.—There is great individual variation, especially in the colour 
of the crown, which is from bright chestnut to golden-yellow ; the 
mantle varies in the brightness of yellow-green and in the width of 
the dark streaks ; the chestnut of the throat is sometimes mixed 
with yellow and in some more extended than in others; some specimens 
have fine dark streaks on the crown, a few have chestnut spots on the 
mantle and occasionally the rump and upper tail-coverts are tinged 
with chestnut. 

N.B.—Dr. E. Stresemann states (Om. Monatsber., XXXII . , 1924, 
p. 42) that this species moults its body-plumage twice a year, but I 
cannot find any trace of moult in a very considerable number of 
specimens collected between February and May. 

Female.—Whole upper-parts brown, streaked dark brown, feathers 
of crown fringed basally with yellow-green ; this is absent in some, but in 
others it is also present on the mantle, and is much more usual and 
prominent on the rump, which in some specimens is definitely yellow-
green ; ear-coverts and sides of head buffish-brown ; throat and 
upper-breast buff, sometimes rufous-buff (occasionally with some 
chestnut spots), sometimes centre of throat yellow, feathers with buff 
tips ; rest of under-parts usually yellow, feathers tipped pale buff, 
but the vent and under tail-coverts brighter yellow. 

Juvenile.—Whole upper-parts pale brown spotted with black-
brown, but rump nearly uniform buffish-brown ; under-parts grey-
white, breast and flanks streaked and spotted dark brown ; vent and 
under tail-coverts pale yellow ; under wing-coverts and axillaries 
huffish-white. 
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First winter.—Material insufficient. Two partially moulted August 
birds, if correctly sexed, would indicate tha t first winter males are 
much like adult females, but the evidence is insufficient, First winter 
females may be those which are more buff and less green and yellow. 
The juvenile body plumage is moulted August-September, but appa
rently not wings or wing-coverts, nor tail except for the middle pair 
which is sometimes renewed. 

Measurements and structure.—J wing 87-90 (one 93) mm., tail 67-74, 
tarsus 20-22, bill from skull 13-15 (20 measured). °- wing 79-85 
(one 87). Primaries : 1st minute and hidden, 3rd longest, and and 
4th as long or 1 mm. shorter, 5th 2-4 shorter, 6th 7-10 shorter ; 3rd 
to 5th emarginated outer webs. 

Soft parts.—Bill blue-grey with brownish tip ; legs and feet 
brownish-flesh ; iris brown. 

CHARACTERS.—No subspecies recognized. Chestnut or golden-
yellow crown and throat ; yellow rump and uniform yellow under-
parts distinguish adult male. Some females are very much like some 
females of E. melanocephala, but wing is usually shorter and fifth 
primary is more sharply and definitely emarginated on outer-web. 
Most female E. melanocephala are distinguished by some chestnut on 
upper-parts, which is absent in female E. icterica. Juveniles of 
the two species appear to be alike except for the usually sharper 
emargination in the fifth primary of icterica. H. F. WITHERBY. 

DISTRIBUTION.—Breeding Range.—Kirghiz Steppes ; Transcaspia ; 
Aralo-Caspian region ; Turkestan ; Kizil-Kum ; Semipalatinsk to 
Altai region ; north-east and east Persia; north Baluchistan and 
Afghanistan. 

On migration and in winter to Sind (scarce) ; Punjab ; Rajputana ; 
North-west Frontier and Kashmir (scarce) through Central Provinces 
and south to Nilgiris. Accidental in China (Peking) ; in west to Italy 
(twice) ; Belgium (once) and Helgoland (twice)*. F . C. K. JOURDAIN. 

BREEDING HABITS.—Nests usually in rose bushes, hedges or fruit 
trees growing in cornfields, sometimes in vines ; occasionally as high 
as 4 ft. from the ground, but generally from 2 ft. 6 in.or less. Nest well 
concealed, cup-shaped, built of dry grasses and stalks, with occasionally 
bits of juniper bark or leaves, lined with finer fibres and goats' hair. 

Eggs vary from 3 to 5 in number, usually 4 in Turkestan and 5 
near Quetta. Ground-colour greyish-white, tinged with bluish or 
greenish and spotted all over with fine brownish and purplish markings. 
Average size of 22 eggs, 20.ox 15.3 mm. Breeding-season in Baluchi
stan last week of May, but appearently rather earlier in Turkestan. 

F. C. R. JOURDAIN. 

* Its reputed occurrence in the Persian Gulf appears to rest on one specimen 
(Fao, Sept. 1, 1884) in the British Museum collection. This is a young bird, which in 
my opinion is more like E. melanocephala than the present species.— H. F. W. 
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