
Mystery photographs 

A small wader feeds along the shore of the reservoir: its shortish legs 
and bill, relatively small head and comparatively large eye indicate 

that it must be one of the smaller Tringa sandpipers, but which one? 
Without wishing to flush the bird, we settle down to watch it through a 

telescope. The bird lacks the general black-and-white appearance of a 
Green Sandpiper T. ochropus, and a glance at the breast pattern confirms 
this: Green would have the white of the belly coming up into a high point in 
the centre of its breast, with the dark breast band extending farther down 
the sides. This feature is also shared by vagrant Solitary Sandpiper T. 
solitaria, which has more prominently spotted upperparts than Green; and 
Wood Sandpiper T. glareola is even more heavily spotted above than 
Solitary, and has longer legs. 

The mystery wader has a most distinct breast pattern, with the white of 
the underparts coming up into a point before the bend of the wing, sepa
rating the wing from the breast band. Clearly it is one of the two species in 
the genus Actitis, closely related to Tringa. Through the telescope, we can see 
the rather obvious fine barring on the wing-coverts, and we are thinking 
along the lines of Spotted Sandpiper A. macularia; the legs are pale and could 
be yellowish (in the field, however, they might be muddy). We also note the 
rather long tail, rirojecting well beyond the tip of the folded wing; this also 
seems distinctly odd, but when did we last look closely at a Common 
Sandpiper A hypoleucos? 

Ageing is an important clue to identifying waders. The mystery bird is in 
immaculate fresh plumage; in early autumn, this means that it must be a 
juvenile, as adults then would have rather tatty, abraded or patchily 
moulted upperparts . 

Juvenile Common as well as Spotted Sandpipers have varyingly promi
nent pale barring on the wing-coverts, although the bars are merely pale 
buffish on Common, making them less obviously contrasting than the 
whitish barring of a Spotted. The markedly long tail also helps, and points 
to the bird being a Common, rather than a Spotted Sandpiper (although 
beware missing or moulting tail feathers giving a rather short-tailed 
appearance to some Commons) . The clinching point of the mystery bird is 
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the neat rows of pale buff notches around the fringes of the tertials. On 
Spotted Sandpiper there would be merely a greyish-white and dark sub-
terminal tipping to each tertial, visible at close range through a telescope, 
and the relatively shorter tail would project only just beyond the wing tip, 
giving the bird a stumpy-reared appearance. 

This juvenile Common Sandpiper was photographed in Cornwall by 
J . B. & S. Bottomley in September 1975. S. C. M A D G E 

133. Mystery photograph 80. Identify the species. Answer next month 


