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Monthly Marathon
Photo no. 206:
Red-throated Pipit

Monthly Marathon photo number
206 (Brit. Birds 97: plate 78,
repeated here as plate 178), which
shows a streaky brown passerine,
most of its head and face hidden,
and facing away from us, appears
to be a tricky problem at first sight.
On closer inspection though, there
are a number of features which can
help us ascertain which family it
belongs to. The combination of
heavily streaked upperparts and
rump, and the dark-centred tertials
with even, pale brown fringing,
points towards a member of the
pipit family Anthus.

Thirteen species of pipit have
been recorded in the Western
Palearctic. The streaked rump will
help eliminate the members of the
Water A. spinoletta, Rock A. pet-
rosus and Buff-bellied A. rubescens
group, as well as ruling out Berth-
elot’s A. berthelotii, Long-billed A.
similis, Olive-backed A. hodgsoni,
Tree A. trivialis and Meadow Pipit
A. pratensis. The first three of these
also show a much plainer mantle,
as does Olive-backed. The three
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‘larger’ pipits, Richard’s A. novae-
seelandiae, Blyth’s A. godlewskii and
Tawny A. campestris do show
streaking on the mantle (Tawny
only in juvenile plumage) but this is
never as heavy as in our bird. The
rump streaking on these last three
species, although present, would
also not be as prominent as the
mystery bird shows.

So, quite rapidly, we are down
to just two species, Pechora A.
gustavi and Red-throated Pipit A.
cervinus. Unfortunately, we can see

nothing of the bill or breast
pattern, although the supercilium
appears to be perhaps a little too
prominent for Pechora. One
feature which does help separate
Red-throated from Pechora is the
primary projection. On Pechora
Pipit the tertials are shorter, leaving
a visible primary projection,
whereas the longer tertials of Red-
throated cloak the primaries. Our
bird appears to show a primary
projection, especially on its right
wing, so does this mean it’s a
Pechora? Judging features such as
this can be very difficult from a
photograph, especially with our
bird adopting an awkward posture
while preening. Another feature
which both of these species can
show is prominent mantle stripes
or ‘braces’. Those on Pechora Pipit
are often more obvious and can
appear surprisingly black and
white in the field. Our bird does
not appear to have such prominent
mantle markings but again, with
the bird preening, the mantle
feathers are slightly out of align-
ment and perhaps masking any
true pattern. Nevertheless, the lack
of a heavily marked mantle, and
avoidance of the potential pitfall of
misjudging the primary projection
on one freeze-framed photograph,
should – hopefully – point us
towards Red-throated Pipit.

James Lidster

178. Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus, Israel, March 1989.
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179. ‘Monthly Marathon’. Photo no. 209. Seventh stage in thirteenth
‘Marathon’. Identify the species. Read the rules (see page 54), then send 

in your answer on a postcard to Monthly Marathon, c/o The Banks,
Mountfield, Robertsbridge, East Sussex TN32 5JY, or by e-mail to

editor@britishbirds.co.uk, to arrive by 31st July 2004.
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Several readers commented that
they found this a difficult problem
and, for most, the confusion over
whether or not that was a genuine
primary projection seemed to be
the key stumbling block! Nonethe-
less, a majority of entrants were
not fooled, and 68% of entries
were correct. Although some of the
remainder were for Pechora Pipit,

there was a wide spread of alterna-
tives, including several from other
families, so this was by no means
an easy round. We still have a
leading group of six this month,
with a sequence of four correct
answers in this thirteenth
‘Marathon’.

Eds

Monthly Marathon

For a free brochure, write to
SUNBIRD (MM), PO Box 76,

Sandy, Bedfordshire SG19 1DF,
or telephone 01767 682969




