
Mystery photographs 
1 f \ 1 ^ e have used this 
■M- \J A- ploy before: showing 

you a nondescript female duck as 
a 'Mystery photograph' (plate 
81), and then, the following 
month, revealing it in company 
with unmistakable males (plate 
96). If nothing else, it saves 
having to read right through this 
text in order to discover the 
correct identity. Here, then, is 
last month 's female duck, now flanked by no less than three readily identi
fiable Baikal Teals Anasformosa. 

T h e more-or-less-horizontal back, pointed tail, and feeding action 
should all have led to the initial diagnosis of a dabbling duck. The lack of 
clear plumage markings indicates either a female, or perhaps an eclipse 
male or juvenile. One would need more detail to separate these in the case of 
dabbl ing ducks. Now, the presence of this bird with full-plumage males 
leaves little doubt that it is an adult female. 

There are no clues as to the size in the photograph, which was taken in 
April in the USSR by Yuri Shibnev, though it is rare indeed when this is so 
in the field. In this case, however, size is immaterial, because the most 
obvious among a number of admittedly not very conspicuous field charac
ters is shared by only two dabbling ducks. T h e white spot at the base of the 
upper mandible is found only on the Blue-winged Teal A. discors and the 
Baikal Teal. Garganey A. querquedula shows something like the same 
feature, but its whitish spot is virtually always prolonged backwards into a 
pale line running under the eye. Given that all three species are small, it is 
worth pointing out that the other small dabbling duck, the Teal A. crecca, 
usually lacks any kind of well-defined loral spot. 

The rest of the head markings may look smudgy and indistinct, but this 
in itself is a further guide to the correct identification as Baikal Teal. The 
dark crown is barely separated from the eye-stripe, while there is a dark 
blotch below the eye, on the ear-coverts. (This is sometimes resolved into a 
dark vertical line, and sometimes continues as a dark line or 'bridle' under 
the throat.) Blue-winged Teal also has a dark cap, but with a clear whitish 
supercilium between it and the dark eye-stripe, while the ear-coverts are 

96. Baikal Teals Anasformosa, USSR, April 1974 (Y. Shibnev) 
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pale brown, uniform with the remainder of the head. Garganey shows a pair 
of pale stripes, above and below the darker eyestripe, while Teal has the 
most even colouring of them all, with little distinction between the crown 
and the ear-coverts, and the barest indication of a dark eye-stripe, though 
both crown and eye-stripe are a little darker on the American race A. c. 
carolinensis. 

The mottling on the flanks and back give little aid to identification, being 
quite variable on most dabbling ducks. In this photograph, however, rather 
elongated scapulars can be seen, in faint but distinct echoing of the 
prominent ones of the male. This feature does not seem to be shared by any 
of the other three small ducks. 

Further details on identifying the Baikal Teal, including those in flight, 
can be found in D. I. M. Wallace's description of the first British occurrence 
{Brit. Birds 74: 321-326). M. A. O G I L V I E 

97. Mystery photograph 102. Identify the species. Answer next month 


