
Mystery photographs 

O O Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea? Or Dunlin C. alpinal Both! We 
" ■ • apologise for playing a dirty trick on our readers, but last month's 
mystery photographs (plates 172 and 173) were in fact two different species. 

Clearly, the pictures are of two different individuals, as one has neatly 
pale-fringed feathers over the whole upperparts while the other has a much 
plainer mantle. Equally clearly, both are autumn juveniles; the pale, 
slightly-worn fringes to the coverts and tertials would proclaim this across a 
hundred metres of mudflat. 

The first bird is concealing both its leg-length and the tip of its bill, but 
legs and bill both appear long. The colour of the uppertail-coverts and 
lower rump area is also not clear (but is that a white patch showing between 
the parted tertials?). Perhaps the best clues to its identity are the pale-
fringes to the feathers of the upperparts, forming a striking scaly pattern, 
and the bird's obvious bulk. At this angle the body appears dumpy, almost 
bulbous, whereas the long wings (extending beyond the tail) and the 
longish neck of the Curlew Sandpiper invariably give it a rather slender 
appearance in the field. Like most migratory waders it will not start its 
post-juvenile head- and body-moult to first-winter plumage until it reaches 
or nears the wintering areas. Curlew Sandpiper shares a striking scaly 
juvenile plumage with only Buff-breasted Sandpiper among similarly sized 
waders, but the latter species is easily eliminated, since the bird in the 
photograph has dark legs, longish bill, supercilium and unspotted breast. 
Juvenile Ruff Philomachus pugnax also has a striking scaly pattern, but at 
least its larger size (about that of a Redshank Tringa Mantis) and its shorter 
bill should be obvious. 

The identity of the second bird is evident from its medium-length or 
longish bill, which is distinctly kinked downwards towards the tip. It has to 
be a Dunlin! To me, this species has a great deal of'jizz' about it; perhaps 
the hunched shoulders are the main contributor to this. The post-juvenile 
head- and body-moult to first-winter plumage is well advanced. No trace 
remains of the juvenile's characteristic blackish spotting on the lower breast 
and flanks, or of the richly-edged and fringed mantle, but a few juvenile 
feathers are retained around the edges of the scapulars and none of the 
coverts or tertials has yet been moulted. 

384 



Mystery photographs 385 

204. Mystery photograph 33. Identify the species. Answer next month 

The separation of these two species is, however, not always so easy as in 
the case of this pair of photographs. Winter-plumaged Curlew Sandpipers 
are very rarely observed here, but the pattern of the upperpart feathers 
(grey-brown with a darker shaft-streak and a fine whitish fringe when fresh) 
is identical to that of the Dunlin. Bill-lengths of Eurasian Dunlins are rarely 
as long as those of Curlew Sandpipers, but some populations of American 
Dunlins are longer-billed on average than Curlew Sandpipers. The slightly 
larger size, longer legs, white rump-patch and more elegant general 
appearance of the Curlew Sandpiper should, however, be evident in all 
plumages. 

These birds were photographed by Dennis Green in Clwyd in October 
1973. J O H N M A R C H A N T 




