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From 30th September to 15th October 1974, a pale adult Paddyfield 
Warbler Acrocephalus agricola was present on St Mary's, Isles of Scilly. I t 

was seen on only seven of the 16 days, but was trapped on 15th October, 
and the record was eventually accepted by the Rarities Committee. 
Because of considerable identification difficulties and the 60 to 80 observ
ers involved—many of whom considered the bird to be a leucistic Sedge 
Warbler A. schoenobaenus—a thorough, day-by-day account is presented 
here. 

30th September 
At 16.00 G M T , DSF located the warbler feeding actively in common 
reeds Phragmites australis at the seaward end of Porth Hellick pool; with 
NAGL, he watched it for two hours in good light at very close quarters. 
The following is a summary of the field notes. 

The initial impression was of a very pale, 'washed-out' Sedge Warbler, 
especially as the head pattern, although much less obvious, was reminis
cent of that species: a dark line through the eye, and a distinct whitish 
supercilium bordered by a dark line. Without other species for direct 
comparison, size was difficult to estimate, but was considered to be near 
that of a Sedge Warbler. There, however, the resemblance ended. The 
nape and mantle were unstreaked pale grey-brown; the rump was a paler 
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31. Paddyfield Warbier Acrocephalus agrico/a, Islcs of Scilly, Octaber 1974 (U. B. Hunt) 

and warmer brown, but the uppertail-coverts were noticcably brighter 
('rufous': NAGL). The rather short, roundcd wings were a shade darker 
than the upperparts, with paler edges to the primaries and secondaries. 
The underparts looked pure silky-white. The tail was rather abraded, but 
strikingly pale, round-ended and looking much longer than that of a Sedgc 
Warbier: the central feathers were grey-brown, tipped pale buff, and the 
outer ones pale bufh The bill appeared too slighi for a Sedge Warbier, and 

32. Paddyfield Warbler Acrocephahn agrkoia, Islcs of Scilly, Octobcr 1974 (D. B, Hunt) 
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certainly did not have the proportions of that of a Reed Warbler A. scir-
paceus: it was dark, noticeably blackish at the tip, with a pale flesh area 
at the base of the lower mandible (plates 31-33). The bird's behaviour 
was extraordinary: it constantly flicked its tail, which was invariably held 
cocked, the body feathers were rather fluffed out, and the folded wings 
were always slightly drooped. I t spent the entire time flycatching from 
the tops of the reeds or feeding on the ground, and on occasion would 
'crash' through the vegetation like an Icterine Warbler Hippolais icterina; 
even so, its movements from stem to stem, and its manner of climbing, 
were strongly indicative of an Acrocephalus. We heard it call 14 times: a 
very soft, yet affirmative 'check' or 'chac' , quieter than the note of a 
Sedge Warbler. 

At 18.00 hours, DSF fetched M . J . Rogers and T. W. Parmenter, who 
watched the warbler for a further 20 minutes until dark and confirmed 
the details recorded above. We did not, however, establish a specific 
identification; after reference to Witherby et al. (1938) and Hollom (i960), 
the possibilities of Paddyfield Warbler and even Booted Warbler H. cali-
gata were discussed, but no conclusion was reached. 

3rd, 8th-gth a n d i3 th- i4 th October 
The warbler was seen by only a few other observers, but prevailing strong 
northerly winds kept it in the thick of the reed-bed. On 8th, after dis
cussion with various observers, the possibility of Booted Warbler was 
dismissed because the head and general coloration were unlike those of 
that species. Opinions on the precise colour of the legs varied: on 30th 
September, DSF, NAGL and M J R had thought them to be dark (al
though the colour may have been obscured by mud when feeding on the 
ground) ; but on 9th, M J R said that they were medium-brown in front 
and grey-green behind, looking highly translucent against the light, thus 
explaining other observers' beliefs that they were pale. By the evening of 
13th, there was a growing conviction that the bird was a Paddyfield 
Warbler, a view supported the following day by R. B. H. Smith, who had 
seen that species in southern India 20 months previously. 

15th October 
Calm, sunny conditions ideal for observation prevailed. The bird was in 
view for most of the day and seen down to 4-5 m by many observers; only 
two or three appeared to take field-notes, the majority dismissing it as 
a leucistic Sedge Warbler. DSF, NAGL and M J R agreed that the warbler, 
although still strikingly pale, now appeared noticeably browner. The 
darker line bordering the rather narrow supercilium broadened across the 
crown, only the forehead looking paler; this was best seen head-on and 
was hardly perceptible at any distance. A slight yellowish wash to the sides 
of the breast was also detected, and it was confirmed that the legs were 
pale. In the sunlight, the uppertail-coverts appeared quite rufous. By now, 
only two or three tail feathers were left, bu t these were still held cocked. 
DSF and D. B. H u n t noted also that the crown feathers were occasionally 
raised, as they are by some Hippolais warblers. The bird fed exclusively 
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in the reeds, and was never seen to enter the adjacent grey willow Salix 
cinerea, soft rush Juncus effusus, sea rush J. maritimus, bramble Rubusfmucosus 
or honeysuckle Lonicera periclymenum. I n view of the controversy and doubts 
which remained, it was decided that the identification should be confirmed 
in the hand. Permission to trap the warbler was obtained and it was mist-
netted at 16.55 hours. I t was retained in the hand for 25 minutes, photo-
graphed in rather poor light (plates 31-34), and released; it returned to 
the reed-bed, but was not seen subsequently. The following description and 
measurements were recorded by R B H S : 

33. Head of Paddyfield Warbler 
Acrocephalus agricola, Isles of" Scilly, 

October 1974 (D. B. Hunt) 

Initial impression of small size, small body, 
short wings and thin legs. 
UPPERPARTS Forehead, crown and nape 
uniform mousy-brown with olive cast and 
some paler feathers in centre of crown; 
mantle and back sandy-olive colour (diffi-
cult to describe, neither yellowish nor 
greyish, but certainly pale); rump and 
uppertail-coverts fulvous, tending towards 
orange-brown rather than chestnut-brown, 
and contrasting markedly with remainder 
of upperparts and tail; supercilia off-white 
and fairly prominent, extending about 9 
mm behind eyes and terminating in point; 
slight dark eye-streak, marginal on lores; 
ear-coverts slightly browner than upper
parts. 
WINGS Generally pale greyish-brown, 
darker than mantle and back; primaries 
and primary coverts uniform and darkest, 
slightly paler on outer webs; secondaries 
with sandy-olive fringes to outer webs, 
greater coverts tipped sandy-olive; alula 
dark brown, with buffish-white outer 
fringes (two of these feathers missing on 
left wing); most remiges heavily abraded. 
TAIL Single remaining feather (which one 
not determined) sandy-brown, paler than 
primaries (new feathers in pin not noted 

D i s c u s s i o n 
The lack of available literature was 
opinions of observers with previous 
abroad, who thought that the bird 
species; it also appeared a lot paler 

when tail measured, but this point not 
checked specifically). 
UNDERPARTS Chin, throat, centre of breast 
and belly silvery-white, with greyish 
feather bases showing through on breast 
and belly, and slight buff wash on sides of 
breast and flanks; undertail- and under-
wing-coverts off-white. 
BARE PARTS Upper mandible blackish-
horn, pale pink on cutting edge; lower 
mandible pinkish-horn, with tinge of 
yellow at base; terminal 0.5 mm of bill 
pink. Interior of mouth yellowish; three 
prominent, blackish rictal bristles. Tarsus 
fleshy-brown or pale purplish-brown, 
slightly paler to the rear; soles yellow, 
claws pale hörn. Iris olive-brown. 
WING FORMULA 4th primary longest, 3rd 
—0.5 mm, 5th—1.0 mm, 6th—2.0 mm, 7U1 
—4.0 mm, 8th—5.0 mm, 2nd—6.5 mm, 
ioth—10.o mm; ist reached tip of longest 
primary covert; 3rd, 4dl and 5th emargin-
ated on outer webs; notch on inner web of 
2nd 10.5 mm, and on 3rd 9.0 mm. 
MEASUREMENTS Wing 53 mm; bill (from 
skull) 13.5 mm, (from feathering) 8.5 mm; 
bill width (at feathering) 4.0 mm; tarsus 
19.5 mm; hind claw 4.0 mm; tail (single 
remaining feather) 46 mm. 

a problem, as were the conflicting 
experience of Paddyfield Warbler 
was 'not rufous enough' for that 

than the illustrations in Bruun & 
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Singer (1975) and Heinzel et al. (1974). Subsequent research revealed 
considerable confusion. The abraded plumage showed that the bird was 
an adult, and the progressive loss of its tail feathers that it was in moult. 
Unfortunately, time did not permit a füll examination for moult when the 
bird was trapped, but the photograph of the spread wing (plate 34) 
shows that the inner primaries were definitely old, since abrasion of the 
tips is quite prominent: the typical sequence of primary moult in small 
passerines is from the innermost primary outwards (Snow 1967), so, 
although the second and perhaps the 3rd and 4Ü1 appear to be in good 
condition, it is most likely that all the primaries were old. If so, the relative 
lengths of individual feathers should have been unaffected, unless wear 
h a d occurred differentially. 

According to Williamson (1968), the Paddyfield Warbler's wing and 
tail moults take place in the wintering area very soon after arrival, but it 
must be unusual for all the tail feathers to be lost so rapidly, without re-
placements appearing sequentially and in advance of any primary moult. 
One may speculate whether this was caused by physiological stress associ-
ated with displacement, or whether the bird was simply 'overtaken by 
events' and prevented by onset of tail moult from continuing its migration. 

Whatever the explanation, it is unlikely that moult affected the measur-
ments: with the aid of Svensson (1975) and Williamson (1968), these were 
used to demonstrate that virtually all possible species but Paddyfield 
Warbier could be excluded. Four points, however, did not entirely support 
this diagnosis: (1) the tip of the second primary feil between the 8th and 
loth, instead of between the 5dl and 8th primaries; (2) the length of the 
notch on the 2nd primary was 0.5 m m and 1.5 mm shorter than the 
minima given by Svensson and Williamson respectively; (3) the bill to 
feathering measurement was 1.0 m m shorter than Svensson's minimum; 
and (4) the tarsus was 0.5 m m shorter than Williamson's minimum record-
ed measurement, although within his calculated theoretical ränge for the 
species. These last two points are not necessarily very significant since, 
together with the wing length, they may merely indicate that the bird 

34. Spread wing of 
Paddyfield Warbier 
Acrocephatus agricola, 
Isles of Scilly, October 

J974 (D. B. Hunt) 
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was a particularly small individual; this, or excessive abrasion of the 
feather, could account for the short notch on the 2nd primary. More 
importantly, the relative position of the tip of the 2nd primary is the chief 
diagnostic feature of Swinhoe's Reed Warbler A. concinens (also known as 
Blunt-winged Warbler) , which is said to be 'probably indistinguishable in 
field from Paddyfield' (King et al. 1975). I t is treated as conspecific with 
Paddyfield by some authorities (e.g. Dementiev & Gladkov 1954), who 
recognised six subspecies, but Vaurie (1959) and Williamson (1968) con
sidered it a separate species. Three races are recognised: concinens from 
north China, wintering in southeast China; stevensi from Assam, wintering 
in Burma; and haringtoni from north Afghanistan and Kashmir, wintering 
in northwest India. The colour differences, however, are rather slight, 
and there are considerable overlaps in wing lengths and wing formulae 
(Williamson 1968). 

The probability of stevensi reaching western Europe must be negligible, 
but the possibility of vagrancy of the other two races, although remote, 
cannot be dismissed. The 1st primary of haringtoni is 4.8 m m longer than 
the primary coverts, and the 2nd 7-10 m m shorter than the wing point, 
so this race can be excluded. In concinens, the length of the notch on the 
2nd primary (13-14.5 mm) exceeds that of the Scillies bird, and other, 
even more marginal, differences in length of bill, tarsus and 1 oth primary 
can be detected by careful study of the details in Williamson (1968). 

The remaining three forms, agricola, brevipennis and tangorum, were con
sidered by Vaurie to be races of the Paddyfield Warbler. Williamson, 
however, believed this to be a monotypic species with two colour phases: 
agricola, a bright rufous; and brevipennis, of a worn duller appearance; he 
considered tangorum to be a race of yet another species, Schrenk's Sedge 
Warbler A. bistrigiceps (also known as Black-browed Reed-warbler). 
Doubtless, the Scillies individual was Williamson's brevipennis phase. 

I t seems that part of the initial difficulty with the Scillies bird in the field 
was due to a lack of awareness on the part of observers—ourselves includ
ed—of just how pale an adult Paddyfield Warbler can appear in autumn. 
Illustrations in the current field guides, while adequate for plumages 
during most of the year, could be misleading for a worn au tumn adult. 

Wallace (1973) discussed the separation of Paddyfield from Blyth's Reed 
Warbler A. dumetorum in the field. The possibility of the latter was raised, 
but later rejected, because that species has a longer bill and less conspic
uous head pattern. Leucistic Sedge Warbler was dismissed by some observ
ers for reasons already stated, and leucistic Moustached Warbler A. 
melanopogon was similarly rejected since that species has a louder call, 
shorter tail and darker legs. We concluded that the bird was a Paddyfield 
Warbler because, together with the hand measurements, our field observa
tions on (a) the general paleness, (b) head pattern, (c) short bill, (d) short 
wings and long tail and (e) general behaviour eliminated all other Acroce-
phalus warblers. 

After prolonged study, the Rarities Committee accepted the record 
(Dymond et al. 1976); although described as the fifth British record, its 
discovery on 30th September actually preceded that of the other individ-
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ual in 1974, an immature at Low Hauxley, Northumberland, on 12th 
October (Smith et al. 1975). The three previous records were on Fair Isle, 
Shetland, from 26th September to 1st October 1925 (Stenhouse 1925) and 
on 16th September 1953 (Williamson 1954), and at Hartlepool, Durham 
(now Cleveland), from 18th to 21st September 1969 (Smith et al. 1972). 
As the first was collected and the other three trapped, all records of 
Paddyfield Warbler in Britain have hitherto concerned birds solely exam
ined in the hand; we believe that there is no reason why the next should 
not be identified in the field. 
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Summary 
A Paddyfield Warb le r Acrocephcdus agricola was present on St M a r y ' s , Isles of Scilly, from 
30th September to 15th Oc tober 1974, when it was t r apped . A day-by-day account is 
presented of the difficulties encountered in its identification. Detai ls of this process, a n d 
tha t of e l iminat ing o ther possibilities, a re given. T h e head pa t te rn , short bill, short wings, 
long tail and behaviour were impor t an t points , a n d the general paleness (in worn a u t u m n 
p lumage a n d moul t ing) indicated tha t it belonged to the pa le phase brevipennis (Wil l iam
son 1968). T h e record has been accepted by the Rar i t ies Commi t t ee . 
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