
Mystery photographs 

319. First-summer or adult summer Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla, near end of moult to 
winter plumage, Peru, August 1979 {Ed Mackrill) 

"i £\ Q From its general proportions, last month's mystery wader (plate 
A v F O 289, repeated here as plate 319) is clearly one of the small 
sandpipers Calidris. It looks like a stint, but, as there is nothing to give an 
accurate clue to size, it would be wise consciously to eliminate the other 
larger possibilities on some more tangible features. It is not too difficult. 
White-rumped C. fuscicollis and Baird s Sandpipers C. bairdii, Dunlin C. 
alpina and Sanderling C. alba can all be ruled out, the first two at least by the 
fact that the primary tips do not extend beyond the tail, and the last two at 
least by the bill shape, which is proportionately too short and fine-tipped. 
In any case, the pale legs are obvious, further eliminating those four and 
leading straight to the three species of pale-legged stint: Temminck's Stint 
C. temminckii, Long-toed Stint C. subminuta or Least Sandpiper C. minutilla. 

The feather patterns, especially the streaked breast, scaly upperparts 
and rather well-marked supercilium, safely put Temminck's out of consid
eration: in all plumages, that species is much plainer in these areas. 

So we are left with that potentially tricky pair, Long-toed Stint and Least 
Sandpiper. Reference to the recent stint identification paper (Brit. Birds 77: 
293-315) would be the obvious next step. There, these two are treated 
together as 'Group Two' on page 305, and the introduction to that group 
confirms that we are on the right track: our mystery bird shows the right 
combination of pale legs, fine-tipped bill, short projection of a single 
primary tip beyond the longest tertial, and rather long toes. 

As always with any difficult pair of stints, careful appraisal of the full 
range of available features is recommended before reaching a decision. 
Taking the consistently most useful distinguishing features (those which 
are italicised in the paper's detailed descriptions), the description of Least's 
general proportions (short-necked, short-legged and hunched) fits our bird, 
as does its same-length middle toe, tarsus and bill (all fortunately well 
shown in the photograph). The hind toe (clearly visible on the right foot), 
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too, looks 'normal length for a stint', fitting Least, as does the all-black bill 
(not showing any pale-based lower mandible as on Long-toed). 

Before we start on the plumage features, what age is the bird? The best 
clue is in those two black-centred, old, worn-to-a-point, summer lower 
scapulars; they are mixed in with fresh, dusky-centred and pale-fringed 
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winter plumage feathers, and the bird is in active moult (the two inner 
tertials are missing, and the uneven arrangement of the scapulars and 
innerwing-coverts suggests that some of those have also been dropped). So 
this individual must be a first-summer or adult summer near the end of its 
moult to winter head and body plumage, a plumage state likely to be 
encountered from the end of July to the beginning of October. The 
scapulars and innerwing-coverts have diffuse dark centres and pale fringes, 
which is the correct winter pattern for a Least (Long-toed has distinctive 
blackish feather-centres, with broad, clear-cut pale fringes), and the head 
pattern fits Least perfectly: dull (not whitish) supercilia which join finely 
across forehead, well-marked dark line across lores, dark patch on rear 
ear-coverts, separated from eye by an obvious but faint paler area, and faint 
split-supercilium effect. 

The answer to last month's puzzle is therefore clear: a classic winter 
Least on all the visible features of bill colour, structure and plumage. Ed 
Mackrill, who photographed it in Peru in August 1979, did amazingly well 
to catch the bird in such a helpful and instructive pose. P. J . GRANT 




