
Mystery photographs 

1"| / ? The combination of relatively long (but not deep) bill, flat crown, 
A v r rounded tail and rather plain plumage with no obvious features 

indicate one of three species ofAcrocephalus warbler: Marsh A.palustris, Reed 
A. scirpaceus or Blyth's Reed A. dumetorum. The short primary projection 
beyond the tips of the tertials with only six primary tips showing clearly, 
two emarginations falling level with the tertial tips, and the lack of pale 
fringes to the tertials identify it as Blyth's Reed Warbler. Both Marsh and 
Reed would show a longer primary projection, with eight primary tips 
showing, single emargination falling beyond the tertial tips, and pale— 
though not always obvious—fringes to the tertials. This bird was trapped at 
Spurn, North Humberside, on 28th May 1984. Perhaps the most surprising 
feature is the indistinctness of the supercilium 'bulge' in front of the eye, but 
this is discussed below. 

Our paper, 'Field identification of Blyth's Reed Warbler' {Brit. Birds 77: 
393-411), has had a substantially positive response from other observers. It 
seems to be an opportune moment to take account of these comments and 
reflect on our conclusions. Among the many who wrote to us we would 
particularly like to thank S. C. Harrap and D. I. M. Wallace for their 
detailed notes. In our paper, we concentrated on a definition of the most 
useful specific identification features, while emphasising the range of 
overlap with similar species and the risk of variations from the norm. Some 
of these deserve underlining here, and we draw particular attention to a 
second paper by Koskimies ('Polygyny in Blyth's Reed Warbler', Ann. Zool. 
Fennici 21: 239-242) in which he mentions regularly finding mixed pairs of 
Blyth's Reed Warbler and Marsh Warbler in his Finnish study area of only 
5 ha. This, taken with the earlier published evidence, must make it con
ceivable that some of the reported variations are a result of hybridisation. 
Structure 
Most observers reaffirm the structural 'jizz' of Blyth's Reed Warbler as a 
product more of posture than any measurable qualities. Even such con-
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208. Blyth's Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum, North Humberside, May 1984 (Geojj< Ncal) 

sistent features as the relatively short projection of the primaries beyond the 
tips of the tertials can be very difficult to assess accurately in the field. We 
probably caused some misunderstanding about what needs to be focused 
on, and therefore illustrate this feature in comparison with the wings of 
Reed and Marsh Warblers (fig. 1). 

Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus 

Marsh Warbler Acrocephalus palustris 

Blyth's Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum 

Fig. 1. Note short primary projection (beyond tips of exposed tertials) of Blyth's Reed Warbler 
Acrocephalus dumetorum, compared with longer projection of Reed Warbler A. scirpaceus and 
Marsh W!arbler A. palustris. Note also on Blyth's Reed two emarginated primaries falling more 
or less equal with tertial tips and six clear primary tips (with 7 and 8 bunched), compared 

with eight clear primary tips on both Reed and Marsh Warbler 

More observers have reported forming no impression of a long tail. In the 
past, however, others have noted this, but measurements do not support it, 
and we caution against tail length being taken into consideration in identi
fication. 
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209. Blyth's Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumelorum, North Humberside, May 1984 (GtoJ] Neal) 

Plumage 

T h e plainness of the plumage is consistent, and it can look very pale 
particularly in bright sunlight. A small proportion, particularly in late 
winter and spring, do show a noticeable olive-green wash, independent of 
light reflections. First-years may show a rusty wash, but without the sort of 
r u m p contrast that the similar species can exhibit. 

Although the wings are usually unmarked, some observers have noted 
slightly darker tertial centres (but not the contrasting pale fringes shown by 
most Marsh and Reed Warblers). A small percentage seem to have a dark 
alula. 

Variat ions in the supercilium may include a very indistinct bulge before 
the eye (as in this photograph), or merely a pale spot. Frequently, the 
supercilium fades out just behind the eye, but occasionally it will extend 
farther back than we indicated. 

O n the underparts , the grey-buff suffusion at the sides may extend to 
form an indistinct breast band, which creates more of a contrast with the 
white throat than normal. 

Bare parts 

The predominantly dark bill may be strikingly enhanced by the restricted 
pale base to the lower mandible. This combination is rarely seen on either 
Marsh or Reed Warbler. 

Variat ions from the normal greyish leg colour and foot colour include 
dull flesh and a combination of greyish feet and dull flesh legs. Close 
examination may reveal paler components which are not evident at longer 
ranges. 

Voice 

Voice remains one of the most frustrating characters to describe. We both 
hear a distinct initial fricative, making a 'thik' call. Others describe the 
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same call as 'tchk', 'tchick' and 'chack'. What is striking to everyone, at 
least where the species is common, is the persistent nature of the call. There 
is a wider range of Reed and Marsh Warbler calls than we indicated, but 
rarely do they match the persistence of Blyth's Reed. 

210. Male Blyth's Reed Warbler Acroctphalusdumttorum, Finland, summer (Tapani Rasanen) 

Summary 
We would not wish to change our checklist of important features, and 
restate it here, but with some cautionary tags: 
1. Concolorous wings, with no contrasting pale fringes or, usually, darker alula (but a few 
individuals can show darkish, but not contrasting, centres to the tertials and, a small number, 
a darker alula). 
2. Uniform, cold olive-grey-brown uppcrparts, with no rump contrast (though some can show 
a rusty or olive-green wash to the upperparts). 
3. Rounded wings, with short primary projection. 
4. Short but distinct supercilium which bulges in front of the eye. and short, dusky eye-stripe 
(on some, the bulge may be very indistinct and the supercilium may extend behind the eye, but 
never far). 
5. Mainly dark, tapering bill (flesh-coloured base to lower mandible may be obvious in 
contrast). 
6. Usually grey tarsus, feet and claws (a small proportion can show dull flesh-coloured legs). 
7. Active tail movements. 
8. Distinctive, frequently uttered 'thik' contact- or feeding-call (to some people, this call is 
closer to 'tchck' or 'chak', but the important point is the persistence with which the call is 
repeated). 
9. Frequently adopted 'banana posture'. 

Many of the structural and plumage features are shown in Tapani 
Rasanen's excellent photograph (plate 210). 
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Blyth's Reed Warbler remains a difficult species to identify in the field, 
and we thank those who are contributing to the discussion. We have heard 
of, but not seen documented, British records of the eastern race of Reed 
Warbler A. s.Juscus, which still presents the most likely risk of confusion. 
The 1984 Spurn Blyth's Reed Warbler was the first spring record for 
Britain and Ireland; we hope it will presage more, which are likely to sing 
and therefore remove all identification doubts. 

W. G. H A R V E Y and R. F . P O R T E R 
/ / Summer Hill, Harbledown, Canterbury, Kent CT28NH 

211. Mystery photograph 117. Identity the species. Answer next month 




