
FROM THE RARITIES 
COMMITTEE'S FILES 

Semipalmated Sandpiper in Orkney 
The following details were submitted to the Rarities Committee: 
SPECIES Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla. 
AGE Adult summer. 
PLACE Stronsay, Orkney. 
DATES 7th-8thjune 1993. 

TIMES 4-5 p.m., 8.30-10 p.m.; 11-3 p.m. (total duration 6 hrs plus). 
OBSERVER J. F. Holloway. 

FIRST FOUND BY Mike & Lynn Johnson, FIRST IDENTIFIED BY JFH. OTHER OBSERVER Miss J. 
Maples. 
OPTICAL AIDS Various, 10 X 40 Zeiss Dialyt, etc; also Kowa TSN3 20-60 X. 
DISTANCE FROM BIRD Down to 10 m. 
PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE OF SPECIES JFH: one (Elmley, Kent, adult, July 1984: Brit. Birds 78: 545). 
SPECIES PRESENT FOR COMPARISON ALONGSIDE Dunlin C. alpina. 
EXPERIENCE OF SIMILAR SPECIES Many Little Stints C. minuta. 
PHOTOGRAPHED BY Mike Johnson. 
WEATHER Wind NE 1; cloud cover 5%; light conditions excellent; angle of sun to observer: 
various, incl. behind much of time; visibility excellent. 

Whilst taking a video (300-mm lens) of [Common] Eiders [Somateria mollissima] 
on a quiet sand/rock beach on Stronsay, two of our visitors, Mike & Lynn 
Johnson, noticed four small waders fly into view and land on weed-covered rocks 
close to the water's edge. Three were obviously adult Dunlins, but the fourth was 
much smaller, and, not being sure of the identification, MJ and LJ returned to 
'Castle', where the video was played to myself and Miss J. Maples. Although the 
bird was superficially very like Little Stint, there did not appear to be any rufous 
in die plumage, which was overall very pale grey-fawn, and the underparts were 
white with dark streaking on the breast. 

We decided to return to the site and relocated the bird at approximately 8.30 
p.m. and, although light was excellent and we watched the bird down to 50 ft [15 
m] until 10 p.m., we decided to try again next day. On returning to 'Castle', we 
searched through all available literature and independently we all concluded that 
the bird matched the summer-plumaged Semipalmated Sandpiper illustrated by 
Lars Jonsson in British Birds (77: 313). Little Stint had been eliminated on call, 
width of bill and lack of rufous in plumage, as had Red-necked Stint [C. ruficollis]. 
This just left Western Sandpiper [C. maun], which was also eliminated on lack 
of rufous and bill length, but we had to be sure and so returned next morning 
hoping to clinch the identification. MJ finally obtained excellent views of the webs 
between the outer toes when the bird perched on a dry pale-coloured rock and 
stood facing him for several minutes at close range. This alone eliminated all but 
Western, which we eliminated on lack of rufous in plumage; bill length, width, 
and 'spatulate' tip; shorter-legged appearance of our bird (although none of us 
has seen Western); and call. 

The bird spent its stay feeding among rocks and weed and we all noted how 
'plover-like' its feeding action was, quite deliberate and slow. At no time during 
our observations (total six hours) was it seen to feed in typical Little Stint-like 
mode—rapid sewing-machine action. 
i y v [Brit. Birds 88: 196-200, April 1995] 
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The call was heard on several occasions and was completely different from the 
typical 'chit' of Little Stint. JH noted it as 'trrrp'—dry, low-pitched and almost 
stuttering and on one occasion 'trr—rp'. The 'trrrp' note was heard as the bird 
took to the wing on three occasions. 

In flight, the wings looked very plain, with a very narrow whitish wing-bar 
caused by pale tips to the secondary coverts. 

On occasions an indistinct 'mantle-V was noticed and on closer scrutiny this 
matched exactly that shown on the Lars Jonsson illustration mentioned above. 

When viewed 'front-on' from close range, the strong dark streaking to the 
breast contrasted with the completely white background. There was also fine 
streaking on the chin and throat. The upper flanks were also streaked, the 
streaking appearing as small 'patches' on some occasions. The lesser and median 
coverts all appeared mid-grey with paler grey fringes/tips. The bottom row of 
lower scapulars were dark arrow-head tipped with paler contrasting centres 
(retained pre-breeding feathers?) and darker shafts. The tertials were mid grey-
brown with paler buff-grey fringes. 

Although the legs appeared black, at very close range JH noted a very dark 
green tinge and, on reading through the literature later, we noted that this is yet 
another feature of Semipalmated. 

Size/structure was as Little Stint [but 'rear-end' more attenuated]. Plumage was 
generally very dull, with fawny-grey upperparts, the most noticeable feature being 
the very dark row of scapulars (see plates 50-53). No rufous at all, other than 
very pale areas on crown-sides and ear-coverts. Mantle with dark streaks. 
Underparts completely white background with very distinct streaking to breast 
and down onto flanks. The noticeable gap between the breast and flank streaking 
exactly matched that shown on the Cleveland individual seen in July 1989 and a 
photograph in Brit. Birds of one in the USA in August (82: plate 253). Rump 
difficult to see, but appeared grey-brown becoming darker onto upper-tail and 
centre-tail. Tail blackish with white sides to upper-tail. 
To sum up: 

(1) webs rule out all but Western; 
(2) Western ruled out by bill size and structure, lack of rufous in plumage, 

and call. 
Sketches (figs. 1 & 2) taken from extensive fieldnotes taken during observation 

of bird. 
Photos taken in very bright sunlight at midday (plates 50 & 51); other two 

(plates 52 & 53) taken shortly after, in hazy sunshine. 
A short video (VHS) is useful only for size, feeding action and general features. 
There is only one previous record for Scotland and none for Orkney. 

John Holloway 
Castle, Stronsay, Orkney KW17 2AS 

EDITORIAL COMMENT On behalf of the BBRC, Graham P. Catley has commented 
as follows: 'John Holloway's account of the Stronsay Semipalmated Sandpiper 
was selected by the Rarities Committee itself for inclusion in this series not only 
as an example of an excellent submission (one of the purposes of this feature), 
but also because it provides an interesting documentation of the species in 
summer plumage, a plumage until recently very rarely seen in Western Europe, 
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with just one record from Ireland (Ballycotton, Co. Cork, on 31st May 1981) and 
six records, possibly involving some duplication, in Britain: one in July 1984, two 
in May 1989 and three in May-June 1992. A further record from the Netherlands 
in June 1989 is still under review. The photographs and sketches by JFH (plates 
50-53 and figs. 1 & 2) also allow us to make a few useful comments with regard 
to identification and the differing appearance of various stints and peeps as a 
result of the relative position of some of the feather tracts. 

'The general appearance of Semipalmated Sandpiper in summer plumage is 
well shown by the photographs, being a mix of grey to grey-buff colours on the 
upperparts with solid black centres to the upper scapulars and the only really rich 
gingery tones confined to the lateral crown, to the rear of the eye, and the rear of 
the ear-coverts, with the underparts mostly white, marked by a gorget of grey 
streaks and occasional smudgy streaks down the upper flanks. The species 

Plates 50-53. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Orkney, June 1993 (Mike Johnson) 
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Fig. 1. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Orkney, June 1993 (John Holbway) 

Fig. 2. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Orkney, June 1993 (John Holloway) 

obviously lacks the rich chestnut tones of summer-plumaged Little Stint, the main 
confusion species in Britain in spring, but beware Little Stints in very fresh 
summer plumage where extensive creamy to whitish fringes cover the chestnut 
feather bases. On such birds, however, the colour of the tertials is usually still very 
bright chestnut, whereas Semipalmated Sandpipers usually have pale creamy 
fringes to the fresh tertials, as seen here. 

'Specific points shown by this Stronsay bird are: (1) a strongly marked dark 
loral area, making the eye appear large from a distance and emphasised by being 
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set in the rather pale-coloured head; (2) a fairly prominent pale supercilium, a 
feature also shown by the 1992 individual on Fair Isle, Shetland (Brit. Birds 86: 
plate 157). This is obviously, however, a fairly variable feature and may be well 
streaked in summer plumage, thus reducing its prominence. 

'The four photos provide a good example of the differing appearance created 
by changes in the arrangement of the scapulars, as noted by Jonsson & Grant 
(Brit. Birds 77: 294). Essentially, it depends on whether the scapulars are held 
tightly closed or loosely open as to whether the wing-coverts are visible or hidden. 
In plate 50 the scapulars are obvious, but in plate 52 the coverts predominate. 
This difference can again be seen in plates 51 and 53, where the appearance of 
the bird looks almost too different, as if different birds were involved, because of 
the obvious black-centred scapulars in plate 51 and the rather dull buffy/grey 
appearance as the feathers are held closed in plate 53. This differing appearance 
also helps to explain why the large row of lower scapulars, as sketched by JFH, 
does not seem obvious in the plates. The pattern of these feathers is, however, of 
interest. As sketched by JFH, these large scapulars show a pale greyish basal area 
with a dark shaft streak broadening into a dark subterminal arrow-head mark with 
a narrow pale extreme fringe. JFH suggests, with a "?", that these particular 
arrow-head scapulars on this bird may be retained "pre-breeding" feathers. "Pre-
breeding" must mean winter/first-winter feathers as they are replaced only twice 
a year, in autumn and spring. Both juveniles and adults in autumn acquire rather 
plain grey scapulars with a narrow and rather faint darker shaft streak. The rather 
similarly patterned lower rear scapulars on juvenile Semipalmated Sandpipers are 
moulted out in late autumn, and, if by any chance they had been retained, by 
June of the following year they would in any case be extremely worn. These 
scapulars are clearly fresh and must therefore be new. So why are they not solid 
black-centred feathers with a pale fringe like the upper scapulars? The probable 
answer is again to be found in Jonsson & Grant (Brit. Birds 77: 296). 

'Essentially, scapulars and wing-coverts, replaced early in the spring moult, 
may show more of a winter-plumaged pattern than later ones replaced as the bird 
comes into breeding condition. These lower large scapulars would, therefore, 
appear to be early-moulted summer-plumage feathers and it is thus rather 
interesting that their pattern mirrors rather precisely that of a juvenile feather, not 
that of a winter-plumaged feather. Some of the feathers also show an extensive 
dark basal area as well as the anchor-shaped mark. Could they be an intermediate 
stage in the process of growing a full black-centred feather? 

'Other identification features noted by JFH but not obvious in the photographs 
were the palmations and the call, a "low-pitched . . . almost stuttering 'trrrp' or 
'trr—rp','' as well as the other features of bill and wing/tail structure shown in the 
sketches. 

'JFH is to be congratulated for providing a very useful set of photographs— 
fairly small images, but well exposed and quite sharply focused—which not only 
assisted the members of the BBRC with their assessment of the record, but also 
provided valuable evidence to support the excellent British Birds paper by Lars 
Jonsson & Peter Grant (77: 292-315).' 
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