
Mystery photographs 
"| £\ P? The Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus (left) and the 
■M. \J%J other Acrocephalus warbler (right) in last month's mystery photo
graph (plate 183, repeated here as 206) both show pale tips and fringes to 
206. First-winter Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus (left) and first-winter Reed Warbler 

A. scirpaceus X Sedge Warbler hybrid, Finland, August 1982 (Antero Topp) 

continued.... 
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207 & 208. First-winter Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus X Sedge Warbler A. schoenobaenus 
hybrid, Finland, 10th August 1982 (Antero Topp) 

their flight feathers, and unabraded tail feathers. Thus, both are in fresh 
p lumage and, if they were photographed in the western Palearctic, it must 
be a u t u m n and the birds must be newly moulted from juvenile to first-
winter plumage. 

T h e mystery warbler is slightly larger than the Sedge. It shows a strong 
supercilium, broad but tapering both in front of and behind the eye, 
bordered above and to a lesser extent below by a dark lateral crown-stripe 
and a short dark eye-stripe. This relatively strong head pattern rules out 
most of the likely species: Reed A. scirpaceus has only a slight supercilium; 
Blyth's Reed A. dumetorum has a supercilium that is weak before the eye and, 
a l though stronger behind the eye, is very short; that of Paddyfield A. agricola 
flares out behind the eye even more than does this bird's (and Paddyfield 
has a shorter bill). The head pattern is not unlike that of Great Reed A. 
arundinaceus, but not only is the bird itself too small for that thrush-sized 
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species, but the sharply pointed bill is also unlike that of Great Reed, which 
is much thicker and blunter. 

Having eliminated the likely common species, we are entitled now to 
consider the unlikely possibilities. In fact, only one Acrocephalus warbler has 
mainly unstreaked upperparts and this distinctive head pattern: Black-
browed Reed Warbler A. bistrigiceps. Although never recorded in the 
western Palearctic, it is a long-distance migrant in the Far East and a 
potential vagrant to western Europe (it was illustrated recently by Killian 
Mullarney: Brit. Birds 78: 27). As well as its diagnostic head pattern, it does 
also show pale tips and edges to its secondaries and tertials. This feature is 
also shown by our mystery bird, which must surely confirm the identifica
tion beyond doubt. 

An individual with these distinctive features was mist-netted in Finland 
in August 1982. The first record for the West Palearctic? Since the members 
of the Finnish ringing group concerned net 3,000-5,000 Sedge, 300-400 
Reed, 50-100 Marsh and one or two Blyth's Reed annually, they know their 
Acrocephalus warblers rather well. This warbler was ringed on 7th August 
(rather early for an Asiatic vagrant) and was followed three days later by a 
second nearly identical bird (the one in our mystery photograph), next day 
by a third, and a few days later by a fourth. These three subsequent 
individuals confirmed the Finnish observers' initial diagnosis that they 
were dealing with a Reed X Sedge hybrid; clearly, they had netted all four 

209. Mystery photograph 106. Identify the species. Answer next month 



Mystery photographs 437 

of the brood, reared near to their ringing site. The similarity of some 
features of these hybrids to those of a potential vagrant stresses once again 
the care that needs to be taken when coming across an unfamiliar bird. 

A colour print of the mystery photograph was shown (with no back
ground information) to several members of the Rarities Committee at its 
meeting on 17th March 1984: three members who know it in Asia suspected 
Black-browed Reed, two tentatively suggested the correct hybrid answer, 
and the others were foxed, as perhaps most BB readers will have been last 
month. Hybrids are not frequent, but do need to be remembered whenever 
the alternative is even rarer. 

I am most grateful to Antero Topp for sending the photographs to British 
Birds in the first place and for supplying full details of this fascinating story. 

J . T. R.SHARROCK 




