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R. I. Thorpe 

A Grey-tailed Tattler Heteroscelus brevipes frequented the Dyfi Estuary, 
Gwynedd/Dyfed (Ceredigion/Meirionnydd), from 13th October to 17th 
November 1981. It was seen by 35-40 people, of whom P. E. Davis, A. D. Fox 
and M. Stott submitted notes. The record was accepted as the first for Britain 
and Ireland, in Category A. 

Circumstances 

On 13th October 1981, I was walking away from the Saltings Hide at the 
Ynys-hir RSPB Nature Reserve on the Dyfi Estuary with two voluntary wardens 
when I noticed two Common Redshanks Tringa tetanus and a smaller, greyer 
wader flying north along the River Dyfi. I watched the three birds until they went 
out of sight, my attention attracted by the unusual appearance of the grey 
individual. On this brief view, its uniform grey upperparts and white underparts 
did not suggest any species with which I was familiar. Thankfully, after a short 
period of time, I noticed the bird in question flying back towards us and landing 
in view some 250 m away. On the ground, the initial impression was of a bird 
showing the structural characters of a Redshank, but with plumage more 
reminiscent of a Red Knot Calidris canutus. After a few minutes, it flew again and 
this time landed on a small raised bank, bobbing in typical Tringa fashion. With 
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mounting excitement, I attempted to obtain details through a telescope, but again 
the bird flew, landing this time some 200 m in front of the Saltings Hide, We 
returned to the hide and obtained further views. It did not come any closer, but 
a call note was heard. After some discussion with a visitor in the hide, I was still 
unsure of its identity, but the possibility of its being a tattler was discussed, 
although that suggestion seemed too far-fetched. As the views had not been ideal, 
there was still a lingering doubt that it might be an aberrant individual of a 
common species, but I returned home and consulted Don Roberson's Rare Birds 
of the West Coast (1980) and, on turning to the tattler photographs on page 148, 
I was shocked to realise that the bird that I had just seen on the reserve was almost 
certainly a Grey-tailed Tattler. 

As the tide had now dropped, there was no way to observe the bird until the 
following day, so I set about obtaining more information on the separation of the 
two tattler species, discussing the bird with other birders and informing several 
local people whom I thought might be interested in seeing it. 

The following day, the bird was seen again at high tide by R. Q. Skeen and 
me. Much better views were obtained, and by now I was reasonably certain that 
it was a Grey-tailed and not a Wandering Tattler H. incana. 

As soon as I was happy that the identification was beyond doubt and the bird 
appeared settled, I began to make plans to cope with the expected large influx of 
birders. Local birdwatchers, who had seen the bird, were requested to keep the 
information to themselves until additional help was organised to supervise what 
was expected to be a major 'twitch'. Unfortunately, the planning came to nothing 
when the reserve warden made the decision that under no circumstances could 
the news be released. This decision was based on several factors, including severe 
access problems with very limited car-parking space and potential risk of 
disturbance to the wintering wildfowl on the estuary in the vicinity of the tattler's 
favoured feeding area. It was also considered that a large influx of people and 
vehicles to the reserve would be detrimental to the already delicate relationship 
between the reserve and its tenant farmer. As one who has travelled to see many 
rarities found by others, I personally found it very difficult to be involved in this 
restriction of information, but, as a RSPB employee, I had to respect the decision 
of the warden. 

The bird remained in the area during the next week, but was visible only at 
high tide. On 23rd October, it was disturbed by a Peregrine Falcon Fako 
peregrinus and flew off towards the mouth of the Dyfi. It was then recorded on 
the reserve only on the highest tides, being seen for the last time on 17th 
November. A full description follows, based on my own notes and those 
submitted to the British Birds Rarities Committee by P. E. Davis, A. D. Fox and 
M. Stott. 

Description 
SIZE About two-thirds that of Common 
Redshank. Similar in shape, but slimmer. 
(Neck often stretched, even raised in flight, 
giving a curious shape on the wing; at rest, 
primary tips reached only to rip of tail, 
although it looked long-winged in flight, 
ADF.) 

HEAD PATTERN Head-on, a white area above 
the bill where distinct, but thin, supercilia 
met. Rest of forehead grey, with white feather 
tips visible at close range. Grey of crown 
slightly darker than grey nape (slate 
blue-grey, ADF), setting off the supercilium 
well. (Supercilium very obvious, narrow and 
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Fig. 1. Sketch and notes on Welsh Grey-tailed Tattler Heteroscelus brevipes (M. Slott). 
Taken from photocopy of original (latter lost in the post), hence defects, including the crease-
line through the larger drawing. 

fading behind eye, with no sharp termination, 
ADF; drawn as strong and well marked to 
above ear-coverts by MS.) Sides of face grey, 
except for an off-white area extending from 
below the bill across to the eye. Thin black 
line through the lore extending to just behind 
the eye, creating a well-marked striped 
pattern of dark crown, pale supercilium and 
dark eye-stripe. 

UPPERPARTS Mantle grey, feathers tipped 
white, giving a scaly pattern at close range and 
in good light, but appearing uniform at a 
distance. On closed wing/scapular region, a 
pale area contrasted with surrounding grey, a 
useful pointer when locating the bird at long 
range. Primaries tipped black. Rump pale grey 
and uniform, with no indication of barring. 
Tail uniform grey. 
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UNDERPARTS 

The grey breast of Wandering is darker than that of Grey-tailed, with the sides 
of the lower breast and flanks more extensively grey, while the corresponding 
areas of Grey-tailed are predominantly white. This appears to be a constant, 
readily visible feature by which to separate the two species. 

CALLS 

The typical calls of Wandering and Grey-tailed are very different and arguably 
the best means of separating the two species (although not much help with a silent 
bird!). During circulation of the record to the BBRC, expert comment was sought 
from Chris Corben, Jon Dunn and David Eades. The following summary is based 
mainly on their comments. 

Although call transcriptions are notoriously difficult to interpret, the structure 
of the typical calls differs completely between the two species. 

The typical calls of Wandering are described either as a rapid soft 'ti-ti-ti-ti', or 
as a series of hollow, drawn-out and clear whistles, delivered very rapidly, the 
effect recalling the call of Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus in structure, but with a 
different quality: 'syew-syew-syew' and 'swewsy'. The same call has also been 
described as a plaintive ringing, accelerating six-note to ten-note trill, all on the 
same pitch. Variants of the call have been likened to that of Wood Sandpiper 
Tringa glareola, but usually with more notes and not so sharp or loud. Another 
has been described as a short trill, with a distinctly mechanical, creaking quality, 
often repeated several times in rapid succession. Although the number of call 
notes seems to be variable and the notes may be repeated at a variable rate, the 
longer versions tend to drop in pitch as they proceed. 

The typical call of Grey-tailed is a plaintive, disyllabic, upslurred whistle 
'chewee or 'choo-woo' or 'choo-er-woo' recalling those of Grey, European 
Golden or Great Ringed Plovers Charadrius hiaticula. The same call has been 
described as rather mellow, with the first note dropping slightly and the second 
rising. Grey-tailed may occasionally produce a rapid, polysyllabic call: 
'choo-oo-oo-oo-oo-ee', but with the pitch rising throughout, rather than falling as 
with Wandering. Conversely, Wandering has never been reported to give a 
slurred, disyllabic call, with all its variants being polysyllabic. 

Distribution 

Grey-tailed Tattlers breed along stony river-beds in the mountains of Northeast 
Siberia (Hayman et al. 1986). Most leave during August, to winter in Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Australia and New Zealand. 
There are records from Alaska, Washington and California; it is a regular migrant 
in the outer Aleutian Islands and probably breeds just west of the Aleutians, on 
the Commander Islands (Roberson 1980). 

Wandering Tattler is essentially an Alaskan breeder, wintering in California and 
Mexico, eastern Australia and on many southern Pacific islands. 

Conclusion 

After much deliberation during several circulations of the BBRC and the BOU 
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Records Committee, this record was accepted as the first record of Grey-tailed 
Tattler for Britain and the Western Palearctic (Ibis 130: 334; Brit. Birds 80: 
540). 
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Rob Hume, Chairman of the BBRC, has commented: 'This 
welcome account of the first Grey-tailed Tattler is of particular interest in the light 
of the 1994 occurrence of the second, in Scotiand, at Burghead, Grampian, in 
November-December 1994, which was seen by many observers. Thus, while the 
long delay is unfortunate, the publication of details now is more pertinent. The 
problems of separating the two tattlers remain and the unequivocal identification 
of the Dyfed individual in 1981—some years before the appearance of Hayman, 
Marchant & Prater's Shorebirds—was even less straightforward. As Reg Thorpe 
has described, BBRC members became involved in lengthy correspondence with 
experts from opposite ends of the world and I echo his thanks to them (and to 
the BBRC members at the time) for their endeavours. Fortunately, the field 
descriptions stood all the tests and identification as Grey-tailed Tattler was clearly 
acceptable.' 

Dr David Parkin, Chairman of the BOURC, has commented: 'Grey-tailed 
Tattler forms half of a "species-pair" with the Wandering Tattler. Wandering 
Tattler breeds in southern Alaska and possibly adjacent parts of Siberia, wintering 
along the Pacific coast of America between California and Ecuador, and across 
the islands of the Pacific Ocean to Australasia. Grey-tailed is the Old World 
representative, breeding in northeast Siberia, and wintering through the 
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Philippines and coastal Australia. Thus, the two coexist on part of the wintering 
grounds, and possibly overlap in Siberia during the summer. Grey-tailed, in 
particular, however, is still a very little-known bird. Both are very long-distance 
migrants, and have always been candidates for vagrancy to western Europe. 

'Grey-tailed Tattler was previously on the British & Irish List on the strength 
of two (a male and a female) that were collected at Rye Harbour, Sussex, in 
September 1914. This record was removed in 1963 (Ibis 105: 289-291) following 
the analysis of the so-called "Hastings Rarities". 

'The detailed investigative work of the BBRC resolved the identification 
problems with this species-pair, and made life very easy for the BOURC. With 
no reports of the species being held in captivity, and a vagrancy potential, the 
record was accepted on a single circulation, and readmitted to Category A of the 
British & Irish List in 1988 (Ibis 130: 334-337).' 
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