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Among Arctic waders, the Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris is surely one 
Lof the least known and most obscure. It is very surprising that this can 

be said of a member of the well-studied and popular genus Calidris, 
especially one of conspicuously large size (it is marginally the largest), with 
unusually distinctive colours and patterns in adult summer and juvenile 
plumages, and with long migrations. The main reason for its relative 
obscurity is probably its remoteness: its breeding, non-breeding and 
migratory ranges, although spanning a large sector of the globe, lie almost 
entirely within regions seldom visited by western ornithologists (relatively 
few have seen the species). Further, it has usually been considered as 
scarce, even within its core of distribution. 

Until recently, information on the Great Knot was accessible to most of 
us only through regional field guides to Oriental and Australasian 
countries. Inconsistent, brief, or even wrong treatment in some of these has 
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73. Adult Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris and juvenile Knot C. canulus, Australia, October 1982 
(John Marchani) 

led, however, to considerable confusion in the past. For example, the 
underparts of Great Knot are never reddish, as pictured in Lekagul & 
Cronin (1974). The 'Eastern Knot' C. tenuirostris described in the Indian 
Handbook (Ali & Ripley 1969) invites confusion with 'Eastern Knot' C. 
canutus rogersi described for New Zealand (Falla, Sibson & Turbott 1966, 
altered in recent edition). Knotty problems indeed! 

The Great Knot has been listed as a West Palearctic bird only since the 
publication of a record in Morocco in 1980 (Lister 1981). It is thus not 
surprising that, unlike nearly all of its congeners, the species has never 
previously featured in an identification paper in this journal. Indeed, I can 
find mention of it in British Birds on only four previous occasions: first, in a 
1955 review {Brit. Birds 48: 316) ofDementiev & Gladkov (1951), and most 
substantially by Prater & Grant (1982), who included photographs of an 
adult at the nest and a juvenile. The Moroccan record caused a hurried 
addition to the list of species to be covered by BUT vol. 3 (Cramp & 
Simmons 1983). Appearance in that prestigious and widely available text
book enabled many to read an authoritative text on Great Knot for the first 
time. It is unfortunate, therefore, that the accompanying plate does not do 
justice to a well-researched text: it gives a misleading impression of shapes 
and plumages, and, indeed, tends to compound earlier confusion over this 
bird's appearance rather than dispel it. 

The present paper originates from research into the habits, distribution 
and field characters of all the world's waders carried out by Tony Prater 
and myself for our BTO guide (Prater, Marchant & Vuorinen 1977) and 
subsequently for Shorebirds—an identification guide to the waders of the world 
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(Hayman, Marchant & Prater 1986). This has involved museum studies, 
the collection of photographs, literature searching, and also fieldwork. In 
October-November 1982, I was fortunate enough to visit several wader 
localities in northern and eastern Australia and saw many hundreds of 
Great Knots , including several in the hand, cannon-netted by the Victorian 
Wader Study Group. The colour plate by Peter Hayman, reproduced from 
Shorebirds, though not faultless, has been painted with extreme care in 
respect of both structure and fine details of plumage (fig. 1). We hope it will 
overcome any mistaken impressions derived from previous work, and 
untangle some of the 'knotty problems'. 

Separat ion from Knot 

Feeding action, flocking behaviour and habitat choice are all very similar to 
those of Knot (Red Knot) C. canutus, with which Great Knot is usually 
associated in Indonesia and Australia. There is little doubt that many 
Grea t Knots in this part of the world (and perhaps elsewhere) still go 
undetected in large flocks of its smaller relative. 

Size 

Great Knot is larger and bulkier on average, but there is considerable 
overlap in both wing and tail measurements, as well as in weight. Size is 
likely to be useful only in mixed flocks, when most Great Knots will be 
obviously taller and longer-bodied than Knot, and with a greater wingspan 
in flight. Both species are likely to seem very large compared with other 
calidrids. Thus , it would be unwise to attach too much importance to 
apparen t size when attempting to identify a possible vagrant. 

Shape 

T h e shape of Great Knot differs clearly and consistently from that of Knot. 
T h e chest is conspicuously deeper and the profiles of both the back and the 
belly flatter, coming to a more acute point at the wingtips and tail: the 
general appearance is much less rounded than the typical Knot (plates 78 
and 79). The head looks proportionately smaller. Shape and proportions of 
head and body, together with the long bill, may suggest an outsize Dunlin 
C. alpina. In flight, Great Knot appears longer-winged and less compact 
than does Knot. 

Bill shape 

T h e bill is longer than that of Knot, usually obviously so: measurements 
suggest no overlap. The difference is sufficiently clear always to draw the 
at tention of a critical observer. The name Henuirostris' means 'thin-billed', 
but the bill is actually not thinner than that of the smaller species; it does, 
however, appear thinner towards the tip (in proportion to its length) (see 
plates 73 and 74). 

Wingbar 

Weaker than on Knot, but still readily visible on close views. As on Knot, 
the wingbar is composed of white at tips of greater and greater primary 
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74. Knot Calidris canutus and Great Knot C. tcnuirostris, both adult, Australia, October 1982 
{John Marchant) 

coverts, together with white shafts to the primaries and a little white on the 
outer webs of the inner primaries, but the white covert-tips are narrower: 
white on the outer greater covert measures about 4mm, with about 26mm 
of dark secondary protruding beyond that, while typical equivalent figures 
on Knot are 8 mm and 16 mm (plates 75 and 76). The primary coverts show 
little white either at the tips or on the shafts, and are often strikingly darker 
than the adjacent zone of the primaries, and darker also than the median 
coverts. 

Uppertail-coverts 
White is clearer than on Knot, forming a more contrasting patch, never so 
strongly barred as on some individual Knots (plates 75 and 76). Both 
species show more dark barring on the uppertail when in adult summer 
plumage. 

Adult summer plumage 
Black spotting on the otherwise white breast and flanks is a ready and 
absolute distinction from Knot. The spots are more or less rounded on the 
breast, but become more heart-shaped, lanceolate or chevron-shaped on 
the flanks. In worn plumage, the spots may merge to form a solid area of 
black, particularly across the centre of the upper breast. The upperparts 
appear predominantly clean grey when newly moulted, but wear quickly 
reveals blackish on the mantle and a pair of large, bright chestnut ovals on 
each scapular. Some autumn adults, particularly males, show a mostly 
blackish mantle and back, contrasting vividly with a blaze of almost 
unmarked chestnut on the scapulars. 
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75. Adult Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris, in wing moult, Australia, October 1982 (John 
Marchant) 

76. Adult Knot Calidris eanutus, moulting from summer to winter plumage, Australia, October 
1982 (J01"1 Marchant) 

Juvenile plumage 
As in adult summer plumage, heavy spotting on the breast is a conspicuous 
feature, but the spots are dark brown rather than black, and the breast 
ground colour is suffused pale buff (plate 78). There is often a fairly sharp 
division between the dark brown arid buff of the breast and the white, more 
sparsely spotted, of the upper belly and flanks. The mantle is dark brown. 
The wing-coverts and scapulars are like those of Knot in showing a broad 
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buffish fringe and a dark brown submarginal line. The submarginal line is 
clear only on the largest feathers, however, and a strong dark brown 
shaft-streak (almost lacking on Knot) is a more conspicuous feature of each 
feather. 

Winter plumage 
Upperparts are grey as on Knot, but each feather shows a much stronger 
dark shaft-streak, giving a more streaky or variegated appearance. Streak
ing is most evident on the crown and nape. The difference in pattern from 
Knot is enhanced by stronger pale edges to some larger feathers when fresh, 
and by the less-rounded, more-lanceolate shape to the majority of the 
upperpart feathers (plate 74). The breast is less strongly spotted than in 
other plumages and shows a dull greyish suffusion. Spotting is present, 
however, to a variable degree. On most individuals, the spots are a dark 
grey, but some gain a few blackish spots indistinguishable from those of 
adult summer plumage (plates 77 and 81). 

Head pattern 
Photographs of Great Knot in all plumages consistently show a diffuse, 
roughly triangular dark area across the lores, obscuring the forward part of 
the supercilium, in contrast to a sharper dark line between eye and bill on 
Knot. The supercilium is also typically less clear behind the eye than on 
Knot (plates 73, 78, 79 and 81). 

Leg colour 
Adults show dark greyish or greenish-grey legs, while those of juveniles are 
dull greenish (plates 78 and 81). In both age-groups, legs are duller than in 
the equivalent stages of Knot. 

Other confusion species 
There are some parallels between Great Knot and Surfbird Aphriza virgata, 
for example in pattern of adult summer plumage and in nesting habitat: 
they are likely to be near relatives. Confusion is most unlikely, however, 
owing to the smaller size of the Surfbird, its short, plover-like, yellow-based 
bill and its yellow legs. The two species have been observed side-by-side in 
Alaska (American Birds 38: 947). 

Nordmann's Greenshank Tringa guttifer is, like Great Knot, an East 
Asian species noted for heavy^black spotting on the breast in breeding 
plumage, but has rather longer bill and legs and shows a conspicuously 
white back in flight. Its behaviour is more like that of a Greenshank T. 
nebularia than a knot. 

An unwary observer might confuse both Great Knot and Knot in distant 
flight with other basically grey estuarine waders, particularly Bar-tailed 
Godwit Limosa lapponica and Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola. 

Habits 
What little is known of the breeding biology of Great Knot has recently 
been summarised by Myers, Hilden & Tomkovich (1982). Evidence of 
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77. Adult Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris, mostly in winter plumage, Australia, October 1982 
{John Marchant) 

nesting has been obtained only from a small number of mountain ranges in 
northeastern Siberia, in an area mostly south of the Arctic Circle. Spring 
arrival begins in late May. The males have a hovering display flight high 
over their nesting territories, and a repetitive guttural song. Mating is 
monogamous: both partners share incubation in the early stages, but the 
females desert the nest shortly before hatching and begin southward 
migration, leaving the males to guard the young. Broods may travel some 
distance from the nest to feed on wetter ground. 

Outside the breeding season, the behaviour of this bird is apparently 
closely similar to that of its smaller relative, although much work remains to 
be done on this topic. As in the case of Knot, only stragglers on migration 
occur inland, and the preferred habitat is extensive coastal or estuarine 
mudflats, where very large, densely packed flocks may be found. Very 
often, the two species flock together on the feeding grounds and at roost. 
The longer-billed Great Knot is equipped to take prey hidden more deeply 
in the mud, but the extent of any competition for food between the two 
species is unknown. 



78. Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris, juvenile, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson) 

79. Knot Calidriscanutus, juvenile, USA, August 1984 (Urban Olsson) 



Fig. 1. Colour plate reproduced from Shorebirds (Hayman, Marchant & Prater 1986). 1 Knot 
Calidris canutus a-e adult summer plumage, fwinter, gjuvenile, h adult winter in flight, i under-
wing. 2 Great Knot C. tenuirostris a adult summer plumage, b winter, c juvenile, d adult winter 

in flight, e underwing (painted by Peter Hayman) 



80 & 8 1 . Adult Great Knots Calidris tenuirostris, above, in wing moult; below, mostly in winter plumage; 
both Australia, October 1982 (John Marchant) 
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World distribution 

T h e currently known world distribution of Great Knot is shown in fig. 2. 
T h e breeding distribution, indicated by solid black, is as yet incompletely 
known: the map summarises Johnsgard (1981), who plotted 14 sites, mostly 
unpublished previously, apparently from information supplied by personal 
contact. The dotted line surrounds a wider area within which nesting 
probably occurs in suitable habitat. Non-breeding records are regular on 
hatched coasts, in midwinter as far north as southern China and the 
Philippines. Recent counts suggest that numbers are much lower west of 
J a v a and Borneo than in eastern Indonesia (particularly southeastern Irian 
J a y a ) and Australia. 

Fig. 2. World distribution of Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris (for conventions, see text) 
(Elizabeth Murray) 

T h e following records are the outliers of the main distribution, marked 
on the m a p with asterisks. They are listed in clockwise order around the 
a u t u m n migration route. I recognise that my summary of such records is 
likely to be incomplete, particularly with regard to unpublished sightings, 
and would welcome extra information on this topic. 
ALASKA Ten records in total, all but one since 1971, most recently in May 1984. The most 
easterly site to date has been Nome river-mouth, where there have been three separate 
sightings. At least nine of the ten records have been of adults on spring passage, between May 
24th and June 16th (Roberson 1980; American Birds 38: 947). 
PALAU A few were reported by Baker (1951) to pass through this western Micronesian island 
group in September, but none was seen in spring. 
NEW ZEALAND First recorded in 1967, but now seen in most years in v£ry small numbers, chiefly 
in the North Island harbours, but also more rarely on South Island. It appears that there are 
no other records from the South Pacific east of Papua New Guinea and Australia. 



134 Identification and status of Great Knot 

TASMANIA First recorded in 1965 (F. T. H. Smith etal., reported by Thomas 1968), now regular. 
SRI LANKA A group of four recorded near Mannar in the northwest in early 1981 were the first 
(Hoffman 1982). 
LACCADIVES Has occurred as a vagrant (Watson, Zusi & Storer 1963). 
SEYCHELLES Two records: a juvenile moulting to first-winter, Praslin, 13th-14th October 1982 
(I.J. Ferguson-Lees in litt.), and one in winter plumage, Mahe, 2nd March 1984 (W. E. Oddie 
in lilt.). 
OMAN A total of three adults at two localities in southwestern Oman on 23rd September 1982 
(King & Gallagher 1983). [Two previous reports from Masirah Island (30th November 1974 
and 6th December 1975) are inadequately substantiated.] 
ISRAEL A worn adult in active moult was seen at Eilat salt-pans in mid October 1985 (Hans 
Scheckkerman el at.). 
MOROCCO An adult losing its summer plumage was seen with Knots and other waders on the 
estuary of the Oued Sous, near Agadir, on 27th August 1980 (Lister 1981). 
SPAIN An adult in summer plumage was reported on the Ebro Delta on 7th April 1979 (Brit. 
Birds 78: 342). The record has now been accepted by the Spanish authorities (Ardeola 32: 
137-143). It is, therefore, the first West Palearctic record, predating the Moroccan sighting. 
There is a remote possibility that only a single individual was involved in these two sightings. 
ASSAM Recorded from two localities (Ali & Ripley 1969). 
YAKUTSK, EASTERN USSR Recorded as a straggler at this town on the Lena River (Dementiev & 
Gladkov 1951). 

Population size 
As recently as 1976, most ornithologists would have estimated the world 
population of Great Knot to be around 10,000 individuals. Only small 
numbers were known on the wintering grounds, and Johnsgard (1981) was 
prompted (presumably by old literature) to say that 'groups of as many as 
50' had been seen in Australia. 

Details were published in 1980, however, of a heavy spring passage on 
the west coast of Kamchatka, including an estimated 20,000 at just one site 
(Gerasimov 1980). This revelation was followed closely by reports from 
Australia of much larger numbers than previously suspected. An expedition 
to northwestern Australia in August/September 1981 found 21,800 on the 
Eighty Mile Beach and a further 17,000 in nearby Roebuck Bay (Lane, 
Martindale & Minton 1983). In mid November 1982, 90,000 Great Knots 
were estimated to be present in the same area. More recent and widespread 
counts have put the total Australian population at 253,500, second only 
among coastal waders to Red-necked Stint C. ruficollis, and approaching 
three times the number of Knots recorded (Lane 1984). Owing to its 
abundance on northern coasts, Great Knot is described as 'the Red-necked 
Stint of the north'. The southeastern corner of the Gulf of Carpentaria is a 
second major site. 

Ten years on, a realistic 1986 estimate for the total population would be 
at least 30 times higher: in the region of 300,000. It is not clear whether the 
higher numbers now recorded are solely the result of greater attention being 
paid to the species. Since 1965, there have been more records from some 
areas, such as parts of southeastern Australia, which have been studied for 
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a longer period than this, and many more reports of vagrancy. It is possible, 
therefore, that there has been a genuine population increase. 

Surely it can be only a matter of time before a vagrant is found in Britain 
or Ireland? 
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