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CAPTIVE BIRDS AT L A R G E 

O N E of the perpetual problems of the British ornithologist is to 
distinguish birds which have been imported, or artificially bred of 
imported stock, from those which have reached the country wild 
and free. Improved communications and techniques of aviculture, 
and the growing interest in rearing exotic species and in keeping 
them in a free-flying state are complicating the situation. 

Editors and others who have to cope with these questions find it 
hard to ensure that they are adequately informed of the possibilities 
of error, and there seems much to be gained by a thorough sifting 
of the situation and by encouraging all those who can make a 
contribution to it to come forward with additional facts or 
suggestions. In order to start the ball rolling Mr. Derek Goodwin 
has kindly drawn upon his experience as a field ornithologist, an 
aviculturist and a museum expert in writing the article which 
follows. 

This valuable exposition will, we hope, be matched in due course 
by others dealing with the special problems arising from collections 
of swans, geese and ducks and from falconry, both of which may 
result in bird-watchers encountering some unexpected' individual 
which might well pass as having reached here in a wild state. 

It will be time enough to attempt to reach conclusions when the 
discussion which we hope to stimulate has taken place. At this 
stage it may be more helpful to try to frame some of the questions 
which seem to require an answer. 

First , how can ornithologists be better informed as to the 
possible sources of escaped' birds? Zoos, parks and other 
organised collections are relatively easy to keep in touch with, 
but private breeders and small dealers may cause confusion by 
losing or deliberately releasing captive birds, which may 
immediately move to some other area, even crossing the sea. 

Closely linked with this is the question of plainly marking any 
captive birds liable to be found at large. Some progress has been 
made here, but there are serious obstacles, for example when 
captive birds nest in a more or less free state and their unmarked 
progeny scatter far and wide, causing almost insoluble problems 
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for students of bird distribution. These are particularly 
unfortunate in cases such as the Collared Turtle Dove (Streptopelia 
decaocto), Cattle Egret (Ardeola ibis) and Red-crested Pochard 
(Netta rufina) which are undergoing important changes in their 
world distribution and which are simultaneously the objects of 
sometimes carefree treatment by aviculturists, who do not have 
to worry over the resulting conundrums. 

Another large question is the ever-changing pattern of 
species which are imported and liable to escape. Some, such as 
parrots (Psittacidae) or Pekin Robins (Leiothrix luted) could almost 
certainly be nothing but escapes, yet even these often consume 
much time in sifting rumours and answering enquiries. 
Mr. Goodwin mentions one of the most notable recent cases of this 
type, a House Mynah (Acridotheres tristis) which survived about 
four years in St. James 's Park, London, summer and winter, 
although in its native haunts it is one of the earliest birds to drop 
out with the transition to a less hot climate, being very common in 
the Indus valley but unknown above about 4,000 feet in 
Baluchistan. I t is accordingly very difficult to rule out even sub
tropical species as being unable to maintain themselves in our 
climate through all seasons. 

Many more difficulties arise from species which although equally 
unlikely) to reach our islands unaided may well be confused, 
reasonably or unreasonably, with some British species or potential 
visitor. Mr. Goodwin gives two such examples taken from the 
serins (Serinus spp.) and the doves (Streptopelia spp.), and also 
mentions Avadavats (Amandava amandava) being misidentified by 
three birdwatchers as Scarlet Grosbeaks (Carpodacus erythrinus). 
I t will evidently never be possible to gauge the full extent of such 
hazards, and their existence emphasizes the importance of taking 
nothing for granted and of immediately recording and preserving 
the fullest possible details of all suspected rarities even when the 
observer may feel sure of the identification. Those who are 
tempted to identify rarities merely by process of elimination, 
after satisfying themselves that their bird could not have been 
any other on the British List, are in special danger of being fooled 
by some unsuspected " e s c a p e " which would equally correspond 
to an imperfectly recorded description. 

Species which are imported and are also likely to occur wild 
have already been mentioned, and their treatment raises the utmost 
difficulties. Good ornithologists have recently differed from us 
over the admissibility of British records of the Red-headed Bunting 
(Emberiza bruniceps), on this very issue whether the birds had 
been imported or had come here unaided, on which we have felt 
bound to take the cautious view. It may be that fuller information 
will in time throw fresh light on such matters, as in the case of 
previously excluded transatlantic migrants which must now be 
regarded as in principle admissible in the light of indisputable 
evidence of recent crossings by land-birds. Certain species such 
as the Flamingo (Phoenicopterus ruber) and the Whi te Pelican 
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(Pelecanus onocrotalus) have been viewed with the utmost 
suspicion despite the fact that genuine wanderings to Britain on 
their part would be far easier than in that of many species whose 
occurrences are received without question and which might more 
easily have been imported and escaped without the fact being 
traceable. In such cases the problem is complicated by the 
possibility of Continental escapes having crossed to the British 
Isles. 

Even certain British breeding species or more or less regular 
visitors, such as the Bearded Tit (Panurus biarmicus) and Golden 
Oriole (Oriolus oriolus), may be escapes, and this possibility must 
particularly be borne in mind when they appear at unusual seasons 
or in unusual places; Golden Orioles, in fact have been regularly 
advertised by more than one dealer and though they are probably 
of the Indian race (O. o. kundoo), this differs, in effect, only in the 
male's having the black facial streak extending behind the eye. 
Again, Choughs have several times in recent years been recorded 
from Kent and Sussex and it was discovered that these were 
wanderers from Pippingford Park (see Avic. Mag., vol. 57, p . 73). 

Mr. Goodwin makes a very valid point regarding the importance 
of studying behaviour even of known escapes in order to gain more 
knowledge. Some such birds linger in the original locality while 
others wander apparently at random and others still may develop 
separate summer and winter-quarters and " m i g r a t e " regularly 
between them. For certain species escapes may be virtually 
confined to one season or to one sex or to individual birds, while 
in other circumstances pairs or even parties may escape together. 

It is to be hoped that by concentrating more attention on this 
subject it may be possible to obtain both a better idea of the risks 
of confusion and of some practical methods of guarding against 
them. Meanwhile, it is abundantly plain that only great caution can 
prevent great blunders. 




