
Mute Swan eating egg opened by Muscovy Duck At 07.30 GMT on 
7th March 1987, at Helston, Cornwall, I noticed a medium-sized egg on 
a concrete path adjoining the boating pool. The egg had presumably 
been laid by either a local Mallard Anas platyrhynchos or a Muscovy Duck 
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Cairina moschata, and it appeared to be intact. One Muscovy Duck 
approached the egg and smashed it with a single, powerful forward 
thrust of its bill. It then moved away, showing no further interest in the 
egg-

At this point, two Mute Swans Cygnus olor swam to the edge of the 
pool and quickly consumed the egg's contents. I can find no record of 
eggs being taken by Mute Swans. P. J . C H A N T L E R 

66 Hunter Road, Willesborough, Ashford, Kent TN24 ORT 

Mute Swans are highly opportunistic feeders, as the literature shows; the opening of 
the egg by the Muscovy Duck is also interesting. EDS 

Hen Harriers facilitating predation of Red Grouse chicks by 
Buzzard Associations between Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus and hunting 
falcons, where both species appear to benefit, have previously been 
documented (Brit. Birds 74: 481-482; 77: 72-73). Observations of hunting 
Hen Harriers carried out during June and July 1986 suggested, 
however, that their association with Buzzards Buteo buteo may be 
detrimental. 

I observed male Hen Harriers hunting over an area of grouse 
moorland, where Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus were at low density (one 
pair per 50 ha). During over 200 hours' fieldwork, 3.5 hours of hunting 
were recorded, in which time six attacks on grouse were observed. On 
all occasions, the grouse chicks were vigorously defended by their 
parents, which flew up at the harrier in an attempt to prevent it from 
striking one of their young. These attacks lasted for up to three 
minutes, but in only three attempts was the harrier successful. In one of 
the failed attempts, the harrier gave up and continued hunting 
elsewhere, but the other two attacks failed because of a hunting 
Buzzard. 

On these two occasions, the confusion created by the harrier 
attracted a hunting Buzzard from over a kilometre away. On arrival, the 
Buzzard actively chased the harrier away, and the adult grouse fled. On 
both occasions, the Buzzard took a grouse chick. Once the Buzzard had 
left with the chick, the adult grouse quickly returned to the remainder 
of their brood. At no other times were Buzzards seen to attack grouse, 
and an analysis of prey remains and pellets did not reveal grouse in the 
diet, rather suggesting that rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus and small 
mammals constituted most of the Buzzards'food. STEVE R E D P A T H 

Crubenmore Lodge, Newtonmore, Inverness-shire PH20 1BE 

Osprey killed by electrocution At about 09.00 GMT on 20th 
December 1986, near Rosarito Lake, Central Spain, I found a freshly 
dead adult female Osprey Pandion haliaetus. It was under a small electric 
pylon, in an open stand of oaks Quercus faginea, 25 m from a road and 
near a shallow pool, where it had presumably been fishing. 

The Osprey held a 90-g black bass Micropterus salmoides in its right 
foot, and it had burns on both its legs and its wings. The Osprey 
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appeared to have been electrocuted while attempting to perch on the 
pylon to eat the fish. R O D R I G O M U N O Z - P U L I D O 

Catedra de Zoologia (Vertebrados), Facultad de Biologia, Universidad 
Complutense, 28040-Madrid, Spain 

Snipe with upturned bill Throughout the autumn of 1986, a Snipe 
Gallinago gallinago with an upturned bill was present at Wath Ings, South 
Yorkshire (plate 67). This Snipe, known locally as 'Avosnipe', was first 
seen in autumn 1983 and had been seen each subsequent autumn. It 
associated with normal-billed Snipes, but did not probe so much and fed 
more frequently at the water's edge. PAUL D. M O R R I S 

56 Broomhead Road, Wombwell, Bamsley, South Yorkshire S73 OSB 

67. Snipe Gallinago gallinago with upturned bill, South Yorkshire, October 1986 {PaulD. Morris) 

Plumage variations of juvenile Ruffs and Greenshanks It is the 
purpose of this note to amplify the brief statements made in Chandler 
(1989) on the variability of the juvenile plumages of these two species. 

Juvenile Ruffs Philomachus pugnax are usually described as having scaly 
upperparts, wing-coverts and tertials, the consequence of the generally 
dark centres and prominent pale-buff fringes of the individual feathers. 
Those texts that illustrate the Ruffs juvenile plumage invariably show 
these feathers having solid dark feather centres; see, for example, Cramp 
& Simmons (1983) and Jonsson (1978). Hayman et al. (1986) showed a 
juvenile female of this type, though they also illustrated a juvenile male 
with internal buff-striped tertials and rather pale-centred wing-coverts. 

As the latter example suggests, juvenile Ruffs do in fact show a range of 
feather patterns (though always with pale fringes), particularly on the 
wing-coverts and tertials. Something of the variety of plumages is shown 
by plates 68-71, which illustrate four different juvenile Ruffs; plate 68 is 
a typical, text-book bird, while plates 69, 70 and 71 show variants having 
differently patterned wing-coverts and tertials (plate 70 can be seen in 
colour in Chandler 1989, page 130). It is perhaps significant that the two 



68.Juvenile RuffPhilomachuspugnax in typical plumage, Kent, August 1986 (R.J. Chandler) 

birds in plates 70 and 71, which have rather similarly patterned feathers, 
were together when photographed and may even have been members of 
the same brood. 

In my experience, individuals similar to that depicted in plate 68 are the 
most usual, those resembling that in plate 69 occur not infrequently, but 
those in plates 70 and 71 are the only individuals of this type that I have 
seen. 

69. Juvenile Ruff Philomachus pugnax showing rather pale wing-coverts and tertials with dark 
subterminal markings, Kent, August 1981 (R.J. Chandler) 
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70. Juvenile Ruff PhUomachus pugnax with variable dark markings on wing-coverts, Gwynedd, 
August 1977 (R.J. Chandler) 

Juvenile Greenshanks Tringa nebularia, of which plate 72 illustrates a 
typical example, are darkish grey above, with prominent whitish fringes 
on the mantle and scapulars; the rear scapulars and tertials are usually 
prominently edge-spotted, with alternating small dark and white spots. 
Thus, in August 1981, when I photographed a very plain, rather pale 
Greenshank, I assumed that it was in winter plumage. I later realised that, 
on account of its complete, neat, small-feathered, unworn plumage, it 
must have been a juvenile. This individual is shown in plate 73. Yet 
71. Juvenile Ruff PhUomachus pugnax with variable dark markings on both wing-coverts and 
tertials; this individual was in the company of that shown in plate 70, Gwynedd, August 1977 

(R.J. Chandler) 
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72. Juvenile Greenshank Tringa nebularia in typical plumage, with strongly edge-spotted rear 
scapulars and tertials, Kent, August 1981 (R.J. Chandler) 

another juvenile Greenshank is shown in plate 74; this has some limited 
dark spotting on the tertials, a plumage pattern which is intermediate 
between the individuals in plates 72 and 73. In all three individuals, the 
bill colours (dark grey tip with paler grey base) and leg colours (dull 
yellowish-green) were similar. 

Individuals of the varieties shown in plates 72 and 74 both occur 
relatively frequently, but that shown in plate 73 is again the only one of 
this type that I have encountered. 

For comparison, an adult winter Greenshank is shown in plate 75. In 
general, the winter plumage is marginally paler, with narrower pale 
73. Juvenile Greenshank Tringa nebularia in plain, uniform plumage, completely lacking 

feather edge-spotting, Kent, August 1981 (R.J. Chandler) 
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74. Juvenile Greenshank Tringa mbularia in plumage intermediate between the individuals 
shown in plates 72 and 73, Gwynedd, August 1976 (R. J. Chandler) 

75. Greenshank Tringa nebularia in adult winter plumage, The Gambia, January 1988 (R. J. 
Chandler) 

fringes and finer edge-spotting than typical juvenile Greenshanks. 
Thus, there appears to be a notable variability in the juvenile plumages 

of both Ruff and Greenshank. The frequency of occurrence and 
geographical origins of individuals of different types remain unknown, as 
does their plumage type in later life; further information would be 
welcome. R. J . CHANDLER 

2 Rusland Avenue, Orpington, Kent BR6 8AU 
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Common Gull repeatedly dropping and retrieving object At 15.30 
GMT on 8th March 1987, at Sevenoaks Wildfowl Reserve, Kent, my 
attention was drawn to a first-winter Common Gull Larus canus which 
was repeatedly dropping an object from around 10 m on to the water 
and then retrieving it. The gull continued doing this for several 
minutes, in a manner recalling other gull species attempting to break 
open food items. 

The object was not identified, but after about five minutes the gull 
changed its behaviour to the repeated catching of the object after it had 
dropped about 2 m, rather than allowing it to fall to the water. For 
around ten minutes, the gull continued, only twice failing to catch the 
object in mid air. For a short while after this, the gull—still holding the 
object—dived from the water surface, half submerging its body, before 
flying off. R. H . TERRY 

39 Bosville Drive, Sevenoaks, Kent TN13 3JA 

Similar behaviour has been noted for many species, including Black-headed Gull L. 
ridibundus, Herring Gull L, argmtatus, Great Black-backed Gull L. marinus and Carrion Crow 
Corvus carom, as well as Common Gull (Brit. Birds 43: 333, 382; 44: 69-70; 45: 74; 46: 378; 75: 
128). EDS 

Common Gull catching and eating Yellowhammer On 13th January 
1987, during a period of bitterly cold weather, near the Wet Dock at 
Ipswich, Suffolk, I watched a male Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella 
hovering and fluttering only 2-3 cm above the surface of the water. He 
was dangling his feet on the water surface for a few seconds when a 
Common Gull Larus canus flew at him and knocked him into the water. 
After about 30 seconds, the Common Gull picked up the Yellow-
hammer in its bill and flew off, pursued by several other gulls. Within 
another minute, the gull, whilst in flight, had swallowed the bedraggled 
Yellowhammer whole. 

Common Gulls have been recorded attacking migrants such as 
thrushes (Brit. Birds 52: 313; 66: 361-363), but BWP vol. 3 records 
Common Gulls eating only young birds. RAY W A T E R S 

90 Back Hamlet, Ipswich, Suffolk 

Swift grounded by Starling In the evening of 13th May 1980, outside my. 
back door, my attention was attracted by the screaming of a Starling 
Sturnus vulgaris, apparently in distress. As I approached the source of the 
racket, I could see that a Starling was vigorously attacking a Swift Apus 
apus, and both birds were screaming. As I drew nearer, the Starling fled, 
leaving the Swift stranded. 

The entire incident took place beneath a gable end on which Swifts had 
been seen to land in the previous year. In 1980, however, Starlings had 
occupied their nest-hole before the arrival of the Swifts. The Swift in 
question had apparently flown to the nest-hole and been brought to the 
ground by its occupant. 

I examined the Swift, which was unharmed and flew strongly away 
when released. Three other Swifts have been picked up by children in the 
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same general area, all in May. One, an egg-bound female, died, but the 
others recovered and were released. P u n . B RE WAX 

134 Tradaree Court, Shannon, Co. Clare, Ireland 

Robin feeding on freshly dead Collared Dove On 12th January 1987, 
during a period of bitterly cold snowy weather, I saw a dead Collared Dove 
Streptopelia decaocto on one of the frozen ponds at Holywells Park, Ipswich, 
Suffolk. The dove was being attacked by a Robin Erithacus nubecula, which 
frequently pecked at its breast. I watched this behaviour for around ten 
minutes, and on returning half an hour later the Robin was still engaged 
in it. On closer examination, the Collared Dove was found to be recently 
dead, with its thorax completely ripped open and the rib-cage virtually 
removed. The Robin seemed to be pecking, rather than drinking blood, 
and the gut contents of the Collared Dove were not exposed. 

R A Y W A T E R S 

90 Back Hamlet, Ipswich, Suffolk 

Another Red-backed Shrike with white primary patch Although the 
occasional occurrence of male Red-backed Shrikes Lanius collurio with 
visible white patches at the base of the primaries has already been 
documented and illustrated {Brit. Birds 76: 457-458, plate 197), it seems 
sufficiently rare for it to be worth put t ing a further example on record. 

On 17th July 1988 in the Avas Gorge, Greece, I observed a male Red-
backed Shrike with a white patch at the base of its primaries at least as 
extensive and prominent as that shown by the bird in plate 197. 
Interestingly, however, unlike those shrikes which normally display a 
white primary patch, it was not noticeable dur ing flight views. 

A. H . J . H A R R O P 

16 Yeo Close, Efford, Plymouth PI3 6ER 

A. R. Dean has commented: 'Confusion seems to persist regarding the incidence and signifi
cance of visible white at the base of the primaries, on both Red-backed Lanius collurio and Isabel-
line Shrikes L. isabellinus. The following simplified summary seems worthwhile (see Brit. Birds 75: 
395-406 for a fuller discussion): a significant extension of white beyond the primary coverts is (1) 
a consistent feature of male Isabelline of the races phoenicuroides and speculigerus; (2) a variable 
feature (i.e. somet imes present , somet imes not) of females and immatures of these races, 
of male irttergrades between the races phoenicuroides and isabellinus, and of hybrids between 
Isabell ine and Red-backed; and (3) an occasional feature of male Red-backed, particularly 
of the sou theas te rn race kobylini ( though also not infrequent on Finnish individuals, K. 
Mullarney in lilt.). As I have slated previously, a white pr imary patch is not an important 
specific character . ' E D S 

Carrion Crow taking Dunl in On 16th January 1987, at Filey Brigg, 
North Yorkshire, I saw two Carrion Crows Corvus corone chasing a lone 
Dunlin Calidris alpina in flight. One crow succeeded in knocking the 
Dunlin to the ground, and immediately landed on and killed it. The 
second crow then chased the 'killer' from its victim and started to pluck 
and eat the body. The first crow then unsuccessfully chased other 
waders (in part icular a Purple Sandpiper C. maritima), before trying in 
vain to join the feeding crow; but it was quickly driven away. 
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I have not seen this behaviour by Carrion Crows before, but, with the 
extremely cold conditions at the time, there were many more waders 
present than usual, and the crows seem to have been taking advantage 
of weakened individuals. P E T E R J . D U N N 

16 Southwold Rise, Southwold, Scarborough, North Yorkshire 
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