
Mystery photographs 
0 | Al though clearly a seed-eating 
V l passerine, the specific identi
fication of last month's mystery 
bird poses a problem. The plain 
plumage and shallowly forked tail 
indicate, however, that it is a 
bunting (Emberizidae) or sparrow 
(Passeridae) rather than a finch 
(Fringillidae). The rather large, 

prominent eye and (an important separation character unfortunately not 
shown well here) the markedly incurved cutting edge of the upper 
mandible, which gives the impression that the mandibles do not fit to
gether properly, identify it as a bunting, and eliminate the superficially 
similar female House Sparrow Passer domesticus. 

The stance and habitat point to a bunting in the genus Emberiza rather 
than a Lapland Calcarius lapponicus or Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis, 
and the heavy build, unstreaked underparts and lack of white in the tail 
(beware the strong sunlight on the nearside of the tail) narrow it down to 
the female or immature of one of two closely related species: Black-
headed E. melanocephala or Red-headed Bunting E. bruniceps. 

Although typical adult males of these species are readily identifiable, 
individuals in all other plumages are similar and sometimes apparently 
indistinguishable, according to Lars Svensson (1975, Identification Guide to 
European Passerines), a situation no doubt somewhat aggravated by some 
interbreeding in one of the narrow zones of overlap, at the southeast 
corner of the Caspian Sea. The Black-headed, however, is generally larger 
and usually (especially when immature) has a rufous tinge to the upper-
parts compared with the grey-brown upperparts of Red-headed (al
though note that the rump is not necessarily rufous). Thus, a small, 
non-rufous Black-headed is likely to be misidentified. The call may be 
useful in difficult cases: the full ' tchup ' of Black-headed compared with 
the thinner ' twip' of Red-headed, but this may be mainly a function of 
bill size (as in the case of the calls of adult and juvenile Crossbills Loxia 
curvirostra), and therefore not diagnostic. The songs of the two species are 
in fact extremely similar. 

The above characters cannot be used in the present instance and it 
could be maintained that the photograph is not identifiable. The thick-set 
appearance, however, and especially the well defined white wing-bars 
indicate that it is Black-headed rather than Red-headed, which has a 
less hunched stance and usually has buff wing-bars (although, on some 
young birds in autumn, they may fade to white). The bird in plate 148, 
repeated here, was in fact a female Black-headed Bunting feeding young, 
photographed near Delphi, Greece, by Kei th Atkin in J u n e 1976. 
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