Letters
Origins of White-billed Divers in western Europe
The authors of the 2006 BBRC report speculated about the origins of White-billed Divers
Gavia adamsii seen in Britain (Fraser et al. 2007,
pp. 701–702). They suggested that spring birds
seen in the Outer Hebrides and the Northern
Isles may have wintered in areas farther west
and that these birds are among those recorded
heading north off the southwest coast of
Norway (e.g. Folvik & Mjøs 1995, Bell 2006). I
agree with this hypothesis but wish to point out
that it is likely that a small wintering population
exists in the North Sea too, which accounts for
the regular sightings along the Swedish west
coast in spring.
Many ducks, geese and divers migrate south
along the west coast of Sweden in spring. They
enter the Baltic either overland, via the Bay of
Laholm or farther south in Scania or by
rounding the southern tip of Scania, and then
head north to Arctic and Baltic breeding areas.
Judging from migration counts of White-billed
Divers, they head either into the Gulf of Finland
or continue farther north along the Swedish
and Finnish coasts before crossing land to
Arctic seas (Hirschfeld 2000).
It has always been assumed that White-billed
Divers observed heading south off the Swedish
west coast in April and (predominantly) May
come from the North Sea. They are often associated with Red-throated Diver G. stellata
migration and the peak of occurrence is similar
to that in southwest Norway. It seems likely that

the Swedish birds must belong to a different
winter population than those seen off Norway,
which are heading north and do not reach
Sweden. Numbers have increased in recent
years: the average annual count for Sweden as a
whole during 2000–06 was 89 (Bentz & Wirdheim 2001–07), about 10% higher than that
during 1990–99 (Hirschfeld 2000).
Even if records have decreased in The
Netherlands (van der Vliet et al. 2005), there
must surely be a small wintering population,
perhaps 50–100 birds, somewhere in the North
Sea which accounts for the Swedish west-coast
records. Presumably, they should be looked for
in Danish or German waters, perhaps far offshore and widely distributed, as suggested by
Folvik & Mjøs (1995).
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Murrelets in Europe
I was intrigued by fig. 5 in the BB paper
describing the first Western Palearctic record of
Long-billed Murrelet Brachyramphus perdix
(then treated as a race of Marbled Murrelet B.
marmoratus; Maumary & Knaus 2000). The
figure depicted the 500 hPA (hectoPascals, or
millibars) pressure level. The contour lines on
the chart are labelled in decametres showing the
altitude of this pressure level, e.g. between 540
and 570 decametres (5.4–5.7 km) over Europe.
Temperatures are also plotted. The text does not
explain the chart, although it does describe the
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windflow (which is frequently very different
from that at lower altitudes; Elkins 2004). The
statement that ‘the commuting flight overland
between the nesting site and the sea occurs at
great height (Harrison 1985)’ is unquantified. I
have read elsewhere of 2 km being an ‘exceptional’ height, and it is clear that any such classification of height is purely an author’s opinion.
In view of the relatively short distances
(maximum 60–100 km) between the sea and
the species’ breeding grounds, I doubt that
murrelets climb as high as 5 km.
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For a Long-billed Murrelet to arrive in
Europe, any route is exceptionally long. Unlike
the largely sedentary Marbled Murrelet, which
breeds in North America, Long-billed Murrelet
is migratory and, as mentioned in Maumary &
Knaus, there are more records of the latter along
the Atlantic coasts of North America than any
other North Pacific alcid. Inland records of
Ancient Murrelets Synthliborhamphus antiquus
in late autumn in the USA have been correlated
with the strong low-level winds and precipitation associated with depressions (Verbeek 1966)
and it is probable that most auks use lower airspace. Records of Ancient Murrelet along the
Atlantic coast of North America have been presumed to involve birds carried across the USA
by storms originating along the Pacific coast. On
reaching the Atlantic it is then possible that such
a vagrant redirects its migration to end up in
Europe (see editorial comment after Waldon

1994). Whether any vagrant Long-billed Murrelets would show the same behaviour is open to
question. The weather situation prior to the
arrival of the Swiss individual is equivocal
regarding any specific route, especially since the
timing of its movements are unknown. It is also
unwise to compare this vagrancy with that of
Siberian passerines, since strong winds are
unlikely to initiate their movements, which naturally begin in the centre of the Asian continent.
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Species associating with Common Stonechats
In response to the note by R. A. Frost entitled
‘Wren associating with Common Stonechats’
(Brit. Birds 100: 756), the following may be of
interest. In Urquhart (2002), I listed the following
species as having been recorded associating with
Common Stonechats Saxicola torquatus in the
UK: Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis, Meadow Pipit A.
pratensis, Wren Troglodytes troglodytes, Dunnock
Prunella modularis, Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia
curruca, Common Whitethroat S. communis,
Dartford Warbler S. undata, Willow Warbler
Phylloscopus trochilus, Great Tit Parus major, Coal
Tit, Periparus ater, Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis,
Linnet C. cannabina, Lesser Redpoll C. cabaret,
Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella and Reed
Bunting E. schoeniclus. Similar associations with
Common Stonechats have been observed in Tanzania involving Black-lored Cisticola Cisticola
nigriloris and in Menorca involving Sardinian
Warbler S. melanocephala. The species listed for
the UK are generally more tolerant of an
intruder’s approach, giving alarm calls only when
a potential predator is 29–41 m away and flying
off when the intruder is as close as 11–35 m,
whereas Common Stonechats give alarm calls
when a potential predator is 101 ± 26 m away and

fly from the intruder when 57 ± 26 m away
(Grieg-Smith 1979, 1981). It seems that there is
no advantage to the stonechat from such associations and that the associating species are simply
profiting from the former’s greater vigilance.
Indeed, the associating species appear to have a
detrimental effect on feeding activity; Zamora et
al. (1992) showed that the presence of a Dartford
Warbler in a Common Stonechat’s hunting area
affected the latter’s feeding behaviour, causing it
to use more perches without capturing prey and
to exploit feeding areas less intensively. This
reduced prey-catching attempts by 50% during
periods when the stonechat was followed by the
warbler.
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Colour nomenclature and Siberian Chiffchaffs
A lack of yellow away from the underwing and
limited olive in the upperparts are widely recognised characters of ‘Siberian Chiffchaff ’ Phylloscopus collybita tristis. Additionally, the type
description of Blyth (1843) and the works of
Ticehurst (1938), Witherby et al. (1938–41),
Williamson (1967), Svensson (1970–92 & in
prep.) and Cramp (1992) all noted that tristis
has brown or grey-brown upperparts and
buffish hues 1 in the underparts.
Dean & Svensson (2005) re-emphasised the
significance of ‘brown and buff ’ in the full suite
of characters diagnosing true tristis. They noted
that these hues were lacking in some Common
Chiffchaffs (hereafter simply ‘Chiffchaff ’) that
were claimed as tristis in the UK and elsewhere.
The appearance of such ‘grey-and-white’ Chiffchaffs is much closer to paler, eastern examples
of abietinus than it is to tristis, or even ‘fulvescens’, and the degree of greyness and whiteness draws comparisons with Western P. bonelli
or Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler P. orientalis.
Although the restricted yellow and olive in their
plumage is consistent with tristis, their appearance does not meet the full suite of characters
diagnosing true tristis.
The appellation ‘brown and buff ’ is a convenient shorthand for key aspects of the
plumage of tristis, compared with ‘grey-andwhite’ Chiffchaffs which lack these hues almost
entirely. It is likely that there is no single origin
for these ‘grey-and-white’ Chiffchaffs. Some
might be greyer examples of eastern abietinus,
while those which utter a tristis-like call are
probably intergrades between abietinus and
tristis (though there is evidence that some populations of abietinus, or populations currently
designated as abietinus, may utter a call closely
or precisely matching that of tristis; see also pp.
149–150). Furthermore, it is conceivable that
some are from a little-studied population from
a remote part of the range and that their classification is not satisfactorily embraced by
current taxonomy.
Discussions of such plumage variation frequently require more subtle colour terminology
and reference to less basic hues than simply
yellow, olive, brown, buff, grey and white.
However, it is evident that there is wide divergence in the ‘colour names’ which different
observers apply to a particular hue. Indeed, few
current observers appear to relate their ‘colour
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nomenclature’ to any objective reference or to
any published colour standard, and even terms
such as ‘grey and white’ are applied without any
reference to their explicit usage in Dean &
Svensson (2005). The result is rather arbitrary
nomenclature, which inevitably leads to contradictory colour names being applied to the same
individual Chiffchaff and, conversely, identical
colour names being applied to two or more
Chiffchaffs of quite different appearance.
This is compounded by the fact that some
observers will perceive a given hue in a different
way from others, as ‘warmer’ or ‘colder’ for
example, or find it more difficult than others to
distinguish between certain shades of colour,
including greys and browns. These problems
are not unique to Chiffchaffs and will beset discussions of other species whose distinguishing
field marks are primarily colour-related and are
relatively subtle or cryptic. This topic has
undoubtedly received less attention than it
should, from record assessors and authors of
identification papers alike.

An examination of colour nomenclature as
applied to photographs of three ‘eastern’
Chiffchaffs
Each of the three birds illustrated in plate 87
has been identified as tristis by at least some
observers. However, the majority of people will
perceive that the Portland and Stanpit birds are
rather similar while the Coleshill bird is quite
different. Yet how would different observers
describe the principal hues of the plumage of
the three birds and convey their differences?
To investigate further the issue of colour
perception and nomenclature, images of the
three Chiffchaffs in plate 87 (with no annotations) were distributed to a group of experienced observers, who were asked to provide
their interpretations of the principal colours
and colour-distinctions which they perceived in
the three individuals. As a guide, but not a constraint, reference was made to the ‘List of
Colours’ on Wikipedia (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_colours). (For the sake of simplicity, the
effects on colour portrayal of light conditions
and the colour fidelity of digital cameras and
monitors are not considered further in this text
– for discussion see Dean (2007) and the tristis
forum under Publications/Articles at
www.club300.de).
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A summary of results
Replies were received from 15 observers. Nearly
all respondents commented that they had found
the exercise difficult, principally in deciding
upon satisfactory colour nomenclature to
describe accurately the hues they perceived. As
anticipated with such well-differentiated
plumages, a majority of respondents agreed
that: (a) the Stanpit Marsh and the Portland
Chiffchaffs were similar and basically brown or
grey-brown on the upperparts and off-white
below, with a buffish supercilium and a buffish
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Martin Cade

Martin Cade

a

wash at the sides of the breast, although a more
prominent grey suffusion was evident on the
upperparts of the Portland bird; and (b) the
Coleshill Chiffchaff was distinct from the other
two and was basically greenish-grey or greyishgreen on the upperparts and distinctly white
below, with a yellowish tinge to the fore-supercilium and with sullied flanks (the sullying variously described as grey, yellow, green or buff).
However, this consensus existed only where
descriptions involved relatively basic hues, such
as grey, brown, green and yellow. Where respon-
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Olive-yellow
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87. Three ‘eastern’ Common Chiffchaffs
Phylloscopus collybita, at Portland, Dorset, in
November 2007 (1a, 1b); Stanpit Marsh, Dorset,
in February 2007 (1c); and Coleshill,Warwickshire,
in March 2005 (1d).The images are here matched
with colour swatches based upon those in Smithe’s
Naturalist’s Color Guide (1975).
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dents offered more subtle descriptions and distinctions, then a much wider divergence of
opinion (or nomenclature) was apparent. Hues
including beige, drab, dun, fulvous-brown,
khaki, mouse-brown, pale taupe, rusty-buff,
vinous, and wheat were all cited in descriptions
of the Portland Chiffchaff but no two respondents employed the same nomenclature.
The three Chiffchaffs in this exercise
involved two evidently ‘brown-and-buff ’ Chiffchaffs (both the Stanpit and the Portland individuals being acceptable examples of
tristis/‘fulvescens’ in the opinion of the author)
while the Coleshill Chiffchaff is an example of
the ‘grey-and-white’ Chiffchaffs discussed by
Dean & Svensson (2005). When the subtleties of
more intermediate and less easily characterised
individuals enter the frame, then even greater
discrepancies in colour nomenclature can be
anticipated.

Discussion
The need for some kind of ‘colour standard’ has
long been recognised in natural history
research, and there have been a number of significant publications. However, most if not all
are now both scarce and expensive.
Among ‘colour standards’ which have been
designed specifically for use in a natural history
context, the most notable is Robert Ridgway’s
Color Standards and Color Nomenclature
(1912). This is the ‘classic’ work and included
1,115 hues. It was used extensively by C. B.
Ticehurst, for example, in A Systematic Review
of the Genus Phylloscopus (1938). Although it
has been reprinted, it is generally rare and
expensive and, according to Smithe (1975),
there is serious colour deterioration in many
copies.
Smithe attempted to provide a more manageable number of colours, and his work, entitled Naturalist’s Color Guide (1975), included
just 86 colours, selected to provide a working
number and corresponding with hues which
Smithe considered were most useful in
describing plumage. Each of Smithe’s ‘colours’ is
related to other colour standards and has a
numerical notation based upon the Munsell
system and spectrophotometric measurements.
This provides an objective measure and a
system whereby the affects of colour deterioration can be evaluated.
More accessible ‘colour swatches’ are available, on the web-based ‘Wikipedia’, for
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example, but these are not designed with the
naturalist in mind. Needless to say, many
observers, confronted with a particular bird,
will frequently conclude that ‘just the colour
they want’ is not depicted there or in any
general colour guide! It is sometimes possible
to make a reasonable match between a hue
depicted in Smithe and a hue depicted in
Wikipedia but often the nomenclature applied
is significantly different in each. To avoid ambiguity when discussing colours, it is essential to
adopt and cite explicitly a named standard. An
objective reference removes ambiguity and
enables any third party to understand precisely
the colour which is cited. The range of colours
might be expanded by describing hues as ‘intermediate between’ two colours in a standard reference or using compound names, combining
two colours depicted in a guide, as this still
maintains an objective and independent point
of reference.
As an example of the benefits which this can
bring, plate 87 has been annotated with the
author’s analysis of some of the principal
colours. In view of space constraints here, the
treatment is confined to the ear-coverts of the
Portland Chiffchaff and the upperparts of all
three. The colour swatch and its nomenclature
have been generated to match the RGB values of
selected colours in Smithe’s ‘Naturalist’s Color
Guide’ and, as well as those employed in the
annotation, it includes several other hues which
are often cited in descriptions of Chiffchaffs.
Where appropriate, admixed colours are indicated by the use of linked lines. It is not suggested in any way that the author’s analysis is
definitive or that more closely matched colours
could not be found elsewhere. The purpose in
plate 87 is to demonstrate that a correlation can
be achieved between the hues displayed by the
Chiffchaffs and colours named explicitly in a
published guide. The nomenclature is thereby
unequivocal.
Copies of Smithe’s guide are now hard to
find, unfortunately. For widespread use of standard colour nomenclature to be adopted, there
is a clear need for a new and readily available
reference for ‘colour standards’, designed with
naturalists in mind and including appropriately
chosen colour swatches. While variations in
terminology among observers at large are
inevitable to some extent, it is surely important
that records committees and authors of identification literature employ and encourage some
British Birds 101 • March 2008 • 144–150
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kind of objective standard for colour nomenclature.
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The word ‘tone’ is sometimes used in reference to colours. An actual colour value within the visible
colour spectrum is correctly referred to as a ‘hue’. ‘Tone’ is a modifier of a particular hue and combines
the properties of ‘tint’ (lightening) and ‘shade’ (darkening) of a colour – e.g. ‘pale’ or ‘dusky’, as in ‘pale
green’. Smithe (1975) recommended that the term ‘tone’ be avoided.

Further thoughts on Siberian Chiffchaffs
We read with interest Alan Dean’s letter about
enigmatic ‘grey-and-white’ Common Chiffchaffs Phylloscopus collybita (Brit. Birds 100:
497–499) and the earlier paper by Dean &
Svensson (2005). A much earlier paper (Dubois
et al. 1995) reached conclusions that are broadly
in agreement with those of Dean and Svensson,
notably that autumn grey-and-white Chiffchaffs are probably not tristis but more likely
eastern abietinus. The French Rarities Committee has for some time followed the criteria
laid down in the 1995 paper (which have their
origins in Ticehurst’s 1938 publication) to
assess Siberian Chiffchaff claims in France.
The matter is probably further complicated
by populations of Common Chiffchaff breeding
in some parts of the Middle East, especially in
southern and northeast Turkey, northwest Syria
and possibly in some parts of Georgia. In late
April 2006 in northern Syria, thanks to information provided by David Murdoch, we found
a healthy Common Chiffchaff population in the
Slenfeh area. The birds were in full song, and
one – assumed to be a female – was seen
building a nest. The colour of the upperparts of
these birds was brown-grey and greenish, and
they showed a rather well-marked creamy
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supercilium, lacking any yellow, i.e. they
appeared much closer to abietinus than to
tristis. To us, the song was indistinguishable
from that of collybita/abietinus, but the call,
heard regularly, was extremely similar to the
‘fiu’ [or ‘few’] of tristis. We both have extensive
experience of tristis in the field, both in winter
(Iran, Nepal) and on the breeding grounds
(Kazakhstan, Siberia); to us, the call of tristis is
both well known and distinctive. We concluded
that the Slenfeh birds were close to the race (?)
‘brevirostris’, which is a subtle and questionable
variation of abietinus (Lars Svensson in litt.).
Birds of this form are said to be more browngrey than abietinus but, according to Svensson,
there is overlap and variation in these characters; there are few specimens in collections to
study. We saw similar birds in spring (April and
May 1987) in eastern Turkey and others were
observed in the Kazbegi region of Georgia in
May 2007 (J. François et al. pers. comm.).
In conclusion, birds with the appearance of
collybita/abietinus and the call of tristis do exist.
Very little is known about the movements and
wintering areas of this Middle East/Caucasus
form, but it seems quite possible that birds of
‘brevirostris’ type could reach western Europe,
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especially during autumn migration.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Alan Dean has commented: ‘This confirmation of Chiffchaffs with the appearance of collybita/abietinus and the call of tristis is most welcome. It should be noted, however, that Lars
Svensson and I did not equate ‘grey-and-white’ Chiffchaffs with eastern abietinus exclusively but
identified four possible sources of such individuals, all of which need to be considered.’

Corrections to the 2005 BBRC report
Following my texts on the 17 species most
recently removed from the BBRC list, in the
2005 BBRC report (Brit. Birds 100: 16–61,
72–104), I should like to register the following
amendments.
Great White Egret Ardea alba As part of his initiative to archive fully all the pre-1950 rarity
records, Keith Naylor has produced more details
of the East Yorkshire bird of 1821 and the discussion of it in the nineteenth-century literature. Intriguingly, during its stay of several
weeks it avoided several assaults by Hornsea
Mere’s owners, falling in the hunting season to a
friend of John Gould on ‘his way to meet the
hounds’. Arthur Strickland had no doubt that ‘a
careful examination… will prove that this bird
is properly separated from the large egret of
North America.’ I am happy to accept Naylor’s
view that the Hornsea bird is the first. However,
the BOU’s official sanction of it is still needed.
Bill Bourne has pointed out that Great
White Egret has also bred recently in France
(Marion 1999). Indeed, a wider review indicates
a spread into and from seven central and
eastern European countries from the late 1980s.
American Golden Plover Pluvialis dominica
The bird on Fair Isle in September 1956 is no
longer considered the first for Britain. Two
earlier specimens had been either overlooked or
misidentified: the first was obtained near Perth,
Perth & Kinross, on 3rd August 1883, the
second at Loch of Stenness, Orkney, on 26th
November 1887 (BOU 2006).

Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus Bernard
Tucker’s rendering of this pipit’s abrupt monosyllable was ‘chup’, not ‘chip’ (Witherby et al.
1938–1941).
Subalpine Warbler Sylvia cantillans Of the 13
inland records of this species, four have come
from the recording area of the London Natural
History Society but none of these was at Barn
Elms or Beddington Sewage-farm. I am grateful
to Jeffery Wheatley for pointing out what
proved to be an erroneous transcription of four
Red-throated Pipits.
Arctic Redpoll Carduelis hornemanni Andy
Stoddart (Brit. Birds 100: 244–245) took me to
task for ignoring racial attributions to the form
exilipes. I accept his correction but future
reviewers should note that Naylor’s catalogue of
individual records also ignores text comments,
repeating as facts only the details published
alongside actual records. Clearly it makes better
sense to search the individual rarity reports
(and not just Naylor 1996) when the issue is
racial identity.
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