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The background to my observations in Mongolia was detailed earlier 
(Kitson 1978). This paper covers five more species which have occurred 

or might occur as vagrants to western Europe. 

Isabel l ine Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina 

From mid April onwards, this wheatear breeds very commonly on the 
grassy steppes of Mongolia and half-heard snatches of its whistling, 
highly mimetic song were always causing me to look around, now for a 
wader, now for a tern. I became very familiar with it. Having compared 
my notes with the texts of modern field guides, I wish to emphasise 
several characters that seem to me to be incompletely appreciated, 
particularly in the all-important differentiation (to observers in Europe) 
of Isabelline from the pale morphs of the Greenland race of Wheatear 
0. oenanthe leucorrhoa. 

First, it is important to recognise the differences in rump- and tail-
pattern of wheatears. Fig. 1 shows these for five species. To my eyes, 
it is the tail-pattern and tail-shape of Isabelline which form the most 
immediate distinctions in the field from Wheatear. In that species, the 
tail-pattern is essentially an inverted black T abutting a white base; the 

a b e d 
Fig. 1. Field appearance of tails of five wheatears Oenanthe. (a) Isabelline 0. isabellina; 
(b) Wheatear 0. oenanthe; (c) Pied 0. pleschanka and Black-eared 0. hispanica; (d) Desert 

0. deserti (Alan R. Kitson) 
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3. Isabelline Wheatear Oenanth isabellina in 
flight, showing tail pattern, Mongolia, June 

1977 (Alan R. Kitsen) 

terminal crossbar of the T takes up about one-third of the tail length and 
its stem intrudes well into the white basal area, even reaching its end 
and abutting the rump. In Isabelline, on the other hand, the tail itself 
looks broader and more rounded and the terminal crossbar is much 
broader, appearing to take up about half of the tail length (see plate 3), 
thereby shortening the stem, which never extends to the base. Thus, the 
stem is normally visible only as an Isabelline alights; on retreating birds, 
the tail-pattern is essentially of two contrasting bands bisecting its total 
length and, in a brief view, suggestive of Desert Wheatear O. deserti, 
which has a wholly black tail. 

Unfortunately the tail-patterns of Wheatears are not always fully 
visible and other characters are essential for a certain identification. In 
the case of Isabelline, there are another two which appear to me free of 
doubt. First, Isabelline looks not only slightly larger-bodied than Wheat-
ear (even leucorrhod), but is also disproportionately large-headed. This 
feature is perhaps due to, or at least accentuated by, the species' more 
robust bill. Secondly, combined with large size and general paleness, the 
plumage of the underwing is diagnostic: Isabelline invariably has white 
or buff underwing-coverts and axillaries, which look pale against the 
grey-brown undersurface of its flight feathers. All races of Wheatear 
normally show dark-grey or black-barred coverts, which look uniform 
with or darker than the undersurface of their flight feathers. I can, 
therefore, confirm the few previous indications of the importance of 
underwing pattern in the identification of Isabelline (e.g. Benson 1970, 
Reynolds 1974, and P. J. Hayman in Gooders 1978). 

Desert Warbler Sylvia nana 
I saw about ten in low xerophytic cover in the arid steppe around Orok 
Nor in late April and early May. Undoubtedly of the nominate eastern 
race, they were small, pale, sandy-grey warblers, with—most unexpectedly 
—chestnut-red tails. Although the 1970 Dorset individual (Clafton 1972) 
showed 'rump and uppertail-coverts noticeably more russet' in the hand, 
this was not noted in the field; the one in Essex in 1975 (Harris 1977) had 
'upper rump and base of long graduated tail rich tan, giving the most 
noticeable colour contrast, especially in flight.' These observations, how
ever, gave no warning of the prominence of this character, which my 
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Mongolian birds showed strongly and consistently. Indeed, when perched, 
they looked like diminutive Isabelline Shrikes Lanius isabellinus. Close 
views revealed that the rufous and chestnut-red colours were confined to 
the central feathers and uppertail-coverts, the other tail feathers being 
dark brown with white on the outside. 

A further point absent from current texts is that the cheeks of the 
Desert Warbler are darker than its crown. The two areas are divided by 
a faint pale supercilium which curves down behind the cheek patch. The 
indistinct face pattern so created is difficult to see in the field, but showed 
up in my photographs. 

Two-barred Greenish Phylloscopus plumbeitarsus, Greenish P. trochiloides 
and Green Warblers P. nitidus 

Two-barred Greenish Warblers were frequent at Ulan Bator in J u n e and 
July and Greenish Warblers were common in the Hangai mountains in 
late June . I was able to make comparative studies of them; I also had 
previous experience of Green Warbler as a breeding bird in northeast 
Turkey and as a September migrant around the Caspian Sea, so am able 
to comment on the identification of all three species, which are closely 
allied (Williamson 1974). 

To my eyes, all three are the size of Chiffchaff P. collybita and similarly 
structured, save for fractionally shorter tails. Their slight bills—again like 
Chiffchaff—are distinctly bi-coloured, with the upper mandible and the 
tip of the lower horn-coloured, but most of the lower flesh-coloured or 
pale orange. Their legs are brown-grey (though one young Green Warbler 
just out of the nest had pinkish legs). They all indulge in hovering while 
feeding and flick their wings. Thus, their differentiation in the field has to 
be based on subtle differences in plumage pattern and colours. Essentially, 
all appear olive-green above and pale below, exhibiting obviously long 
supercilia (reaching the hind crown and often turning up at the end, as 
do those of Arctic Warbler P. borealis) and at least one wing-bar (on the 
greater coverts). Their specific characters are analysed in table 1. 

Fig. 2. Two-barred Greenish Warbler Phylloscopus plumbeitarsus, Mongolia, June 1977 
(Alan R. Kitson) 
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Table i. Field characters of Green Phylloscopus nitidus, Greenish P. trochiloides and 
Two-barred Greenish Warblers P. plumbeitarsus 

SPECIFIC DIFFERENCES 

Plumage Common Two-barred 
characters features Green Greenish Greenish 

Tone of 
upperparts 

Supercilium 

Wing 

Greater 
covert bar 

Median 
covert bar 

Colour of 
underparts 

Essentially olive 
green; crown 
darker than 
mantle 
Contrasts with 
dark olive eye-
stripe 
Central remiges 
show bright 
green edges 
Obvious 

Much affected 
by wear 

Pale 

- Greenest, often Grey- to olive-
approaching that brown 
of Wood Warbler 
P. sibilatrix 
Yellowest, Cream 
especially in 
juvenile 

Slightly broader Finer than Two-
than Greenish, barred Green-
but finer than ish; colour same 
Two-barred as other two 
Greenish: dis- species. Some-
tally white, times totally 
proximally white absent 
or cream 

Invisible except As Green 
on some birds in 
fresh plumage 

Suffused yellow, Sullied white, 
particularly on with grey wash 
throat and on sides of 
breast, also on neck and breast 
cheeks and sides 
of neck; colour 
less bright than 
in Wood, but 
suffusion obvious 
in good light; 
belly and vent 
white in adult, but 
yellow in juvenile 

Less grey than 
Greenish 

Cream 

Brownest 

- Broad, more 
obvious than in 

: Yellow-browed 
Warbler P. 
inornatus, and 
wedge-shaped, 
broadest distally; 
colour same as 
other two species 
Inconspicuous 
except at close 
range, but always 
present; cream 
Whiter than 
Greenish 

R. F. Porter (in litt.), however, has seen at least one Green (in spring) with underparts 
lacking any yellow. 

Voice transcriptions are difficult to compare, but the call notes of all 
three may be similar in structure and tone. To my ears, both Greenish and 
Two-barred Greenish utter a 'chew-ee' that recalls one of the notes of the 
House Sparrow Passer domesticus. Other transcriptions for Greenish include 
a loud 'chee-wee' (Williamson 1974) and a penetrating 'see-wee', with 
fuller emphasis on the second syllable and no plaintive tone (D. I. M. 
Wallace in litt.). Transcriptions of the call note of the Green are rather 
more diverse. To some ears, it recalls the flight call of Pied Wagtail 
Motacilla alba and has been written as 'chirr-ir-ip' (R. F. Porter, I. J. 
Ferguson-Lees in litt.) and 'tissick' (M. H. Rowntree in litt.). Alternatively, 
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P. J . Grant (in litt.) wrote it as 'psew' and he was reminded of the flight call 
of Yellow Wagtail M.flava. Williamson (1974), however, used the trans-
scription 'chi-wee', identical to that of Greenish. The calls of Green and 
Greenish are described by Ali (1969) as 'indistinguishable', but Dr A. J . 
Gaston (in litt.) feels that the call of Green may have a more ringing 
quality. 

I have no doubt that these three warblers are normally separable in the 
field by close observation of upper- and underpart tones (most green and 
yellow in Green), prominence of the greater covert bar (relatively large on 
Two-barred Greenish, see fig. 2) and absence of the median covert bar 
(normal on Green and Greenish). 
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S u m m a r y 
Field characters of Isabelline Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina, Desert Warbler Sylvia nana> 
Two-barred Greenish Warbler Phylloscopus plumbeitarsus, and Greenish Warbler P. 
trochiloides are described, based on observations made in Mongolia in spring and summer 
1977. Comparable observations of Green Warbler P. nitidus are included. 
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