
Mystery photographs 

O f f By comparing it with the sizes and thicknesses of the leaves and 
O ^ grass stems in the photograph, it is pretty clear that such a slender, 
unstreaked, slim-billed bird must be a warbler. 

Getting to grips with skulking warblers is one of the most exciting and 
challenging aspects of birdwatching. It is important to concentrate on both 
ends of an unfamiliar warbler: the facial appearance, and the tail-shape and 
tail-covert length being as important as any plumage details. Our bird is 
relatively long-billed, has a fairly pronounced supercilium, and a long, 
graduated tail, and is unstreaked. 

Tail-shape alone would rule out all members of the Hippolais, Sylvia and 
Phylloscopus genera, which have relatively square-ended tails. Cetti's 
Warbler Cettia cetti would not appear so elongated and has a shorter bill and 
smaller, more rounded head shape. 

Structurally our mystery warbler is odd for an Acrocephalus too: the tail is 
too strongly graduated and its wide base exaggerates the extensive upper-
tail-coverts. The sturdy-looking legs and feet, the fairly prominent whitish 
outer web to the outermost long primary, and the strong curve on the latter 
are additional points which clearly show it to be an unstreaked member of 
the genus Locustella. 

With our choice now limited to three species on the West Palearctic list, it 
is going to be more difficult to decide. Even the most unstreaked River 
Warbler L.fluviatilis would not, however, show such a strong supercilium as 
this bird. Savi's Warbler L. luscinioides is a distinct possibility, and so is 
Gray 's Grasshopper Warbler L. fasciolata, a vagrant from the Eastern 
Palearctic. 

Had the photograph been in colour, the decision would have been easier, 
but the bird shows a relatively large eye, fairly uniformly toned underparts 
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6 & 7. Gray's Grasshopper Warbler Locustellaj'asciolala, USSR, summer 1961 (Irene Neufeldt) 

(although paler on upper throat and around theyent) . lacks a pale eye-ring, 
and has shorter primaries than we would expect from a Savi's. It is, in fact, 
a Gray 's Grasshopper Warbler, photographed in Amurland, USSR, by-
Irene Neufeldt in 1961. Anyone would be lucky indeed to get such an 
uninterrupted view of this terrible skulker. 

Although this is the largest of the genus, Gray's Grasshopper Warbler 
does not always strike one as being particularly massive in the field, no 
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8. Mystery photograph 86. Identify the species. Answer next month 

doubt due to extreme difficulties in ever seeing the whole bird at one time as 
it skulks low down in dense cover. The underparts of adults are dull 
greyish—becoming buffer on flanks and still warmer buff on the long 
undertail-coverts, the upper throat is whiter, and the pale supercilium is 
highlighted by a darker eye-stripe. The upperparts lack the warmth of the 
western race of Savi's Warbler, being generally dull brown, although 
usually rather warmer brown on the rump and uppertail-coverts. As with 
all members of the genus, the legs are quite bright fleshy-yellow. Autumn 
juveniles can appear very different from adults, with underparts washed 
yellow, and darker, warmer brown upperparts. This exciting bird will no 
doubt turn up in Britain one day, as two have been recorded from nearby 
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lie d'Oucssant (Ushant), off the coast of Brittany, France, on 26th 
September 1913 and 17th September 1933, and one in Denmark, at 
Lodbjerg Fyr, Northern Jutland, on 25th September 1955. 

Gray's Grasshopper Warbler has the most amazing song of any of the 
genus, a series of explosive, fluty notes, recalling the song of a speeded-up 
bulbul Pycnonotus. S. C. MADGE 




