
Mystery photographs 

1"| f\ No prizes for identifying last month's mystery bird as a species of 
JL \J snipe: the dumpy shape, long bill and clearly striped head and 

upperparts made this easy. Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus is immediately 
ruled out because the bill is far too large and the flanks are barred (not 
streaked), which narrows the field to the four species of Gallinago on the 
West Palearctic list. Basically, it looks like a Snipe G. gallinago; it does, 
however, seem a little on the plump and stocky side, and the bill appears to 
be not quite so long as we would expect from Snipe. Perhaps it is a Great 
Snipe G. media? Closer examination, however, reveals the flank-barring 
breaking up into spots towards the belly and on the breast, unlike the strong 
chevrons of Great, or, indeed, of Snipe. Also, the basal one-third of the bill is 
rather too slim and the whole bill too long for Great Snipe, while the extent 
of unmarked whitish on the belly seems intermediate between those two 
species. The bird is in fact a Pintail Snipe G. stenura, and this excellent 
photograph was taken in Sri Lanka in January 1977 by Peder Weibull. 

Pin-pointing this species' identity on the ground is almost impossible; we 
can, however, look closely at the markings of the wings for clues. The 
wing-coverts are rather pale and appear very barred, buff-and-brown, 
whereas on Snipe these coverts are more scalloped with buff. Although the 
'shoulders' of the mystery snipe are partially hidden by fluffed out breast 
feathers, there is no hint of the dark area formed by the very dark lesser 
coverts of Snipe; this region is lighter and with feathers weakly tipped with 
buff on Pintail Snipe. Looking at the rear end of the bird, we can see a 
markedly short tail (it is relatively shorter on Pintail Snipe than on Snipe or 
Swinhoe's Snipe G. megala), and the tertials which cloak the folded primar
ies show narrow dark bars (these bars would typically be wider on Snipe). 
To clinch the identity as Pintail Snipe we would need to flush the bird and 
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49. Snipe Gallinago gallinago, Gwynedd, August 1976 (R.J. Chandler) 

look at both the under- and upperwing patterns. Pintail would show 
densely and uniformly barred underwing-coverts and axillaries, making 
the whole underwing look dark, whereas Snipe would typically show an 
unmarked whitish area in the centre of the underwing-coverts (although 
they are uniformly dark-barred on a small minority of the nominate race 

50. Mystery photograph 111. Identify the species, the age of each individual, and the 
approximate time of year. Answers next month 
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and all of the Nearctic race delicata). The upperwing of Pintail Snipe lacks 
the conspicuous white trailing edge to the secondaries of Snipe (which, 
however, may not be obvious on exceptionally worn birds). The upperwing 
appears more uniformly brown on Pintail Snipe, with paler brown flight 
feathers offering less contrast than is the case with the very dark brown 
flight feathers of Snipe; the very mealy wing-coverts do, however, often 
show as a paler panel in the centre of the wing. Pintail Snipe is typically a 
little smaller than Snipe, although usually matches Snipe in weight, 
contributing to a rather plumper appearance. Many of these characteristics 
were covered in my 1977 paper (Brit. Birds 70: 146-152). More recently, 
Taylor (Dutch Birding 6: 77-90) has suggested that Pintail Snipe, because of 
its short tail, shows the toes projecting fairly considerably beyond the tail in 
flight, a feature which would distinguish this species from all other 
members of the genus on the West Palearctic list, including the otherwise 
very similar Swinhoe's Snipe which shows only the very tip of the toes when 
directly overhead. Unfortunately, however, it is seldom mat a flushed snipe 
obliges by flying overhead. Pintail Snipe often calls when flushed, uttering a 
somewhat weaker and less harsh version of the Snipe's call; typically, 
Swinhoe's is silent or utters only an occasional short nasal grunt. 
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