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The breeding range of Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida extends west 
to northern Israel, the Lebanon and Syria, north to the Aral Sea and 

Lake Balkhash in the southern USSR, and south to Iran, Afghanistan and 
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229. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

Pakistan. Although this is an extensive area, much of it is difficult of access 
to western ornithologists nowadays. The wintering area in East Africa 
includes Kenya and Tanzania (Vaurie 1959; Moreau 1972; Harrison 
1982). Within its breeding range, Upcher's Warbler is generally rather 
sparsely distributed, and (in Israel and probably elsewhere) has a 
compressed breeding season, arriving late in spring, nesting mainly in the 
month of June, and departing in early autumn. For all these reasons, this 
species is one of the least well-known of West Palearctic warblers. 

This paper summarises the identification features of Upcher's Warblers 
studied by Yarun Bazar, Ehud Dovrat and HS in central and northern 

230. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 
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231. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

Israel during the summers of 1978-86. Comments and criticism from 
readers will be welcome, so that a paper in preparation for British Birds (by 
HS and Per Alstrom) on the identification of all Hippolais species can be 
more complete. 

232. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 
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233. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

234. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

235. Olive-tree Warbler Hippolais olivetorum, Israel, May 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 
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236. Olivaceous Warbler Hippolaispallida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

General appearance 
Upcher's Warbler is the second-largest species in the genus Hippolais, 
exceeded in size only by Olive-tree Warbler H. olivetorum, to which it bears a 

237, Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 
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239. Olive-tree Warbler Hippolais olivetorum 
(above), Israel, May 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

238. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida 
(left), Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

superficial resemblance: both are decidedly greyer than the other Hippolais 
warblers, although some Olivaceous Warblers H. pallida and Icterine 
Warblers H. icterina may approach them in this respect. In general 
appearance , Upcher 's is intermediate between Olivaceous and Olive-tree, 
though closer to Olivaceous in most respects. 

In spring, the plumage is relatively unworn, since the complete moult is 
in the wintering area. The flight feathers, wing-coverts and tail look 
uniformly dark brown, contrasting markedly with the rest of the upper-
par ts , which are much paler and greyish, completely lacking any rufous or 
olive tones, and sometimes even lacking any brown tinge. 

In Ju ly and August, migrant first-winters have the same general 
appearance as spring adults, but adults are in very worn plumage and 
appear generally browner, with less contrast between the tail and wings 
and the rest of the upperparts. 
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241 & 242. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais 
languida, Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

240. Upcher's Warbler Hippolais languida, 
Israel, June 1986 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

Supercilium Narrow, from base of bill and extending 
behind eye, whereas on Olivaceous supercilium is 
shorter, and is generally wider in front of the eye and 
extends only to the rear of the eye. 
Underparts Uniform: whitish, occasionally buffish, 
sometimes with creamy flanks. 
Bare parts LEGS Long and slender; grey or pinkish 
with grey feet (adults); flesh (juvenile), EYE Iris 
reddish-brown (adult); brown with olive tinge 
(juvenile), BILL Shape like that of Icterine Warbler, 
thicker than Olivaceous Warbler H. p. elaeica, but 
not looking so long or so thick as that of Olive-tree 
Warbler. 
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Fig. 1. Olivaceous Warbler Hippolaispallida (top) and Upcher's Warbler H. languida 
(bottom) (P. Woodrow) 

Structure Primary projection is 'medium', comparable with Olivaceous Warbler, distinctly less 
than that of Olive-tree Warbler. Tertial spacings: more space between 1st and 2nd than 
between 2nd and 3rd, whereas most Olivaceous have equal spacing between 1st and 2nd and 
2nd and 3rd. The basic measurements and wing-formulae of Upcher's, Olivaceous and 
Olive-tree Warblers are compared in table 1. 

Behaviour 
In comparison with body length, the tail is very long, comparable in this 
respect with Olive-tree Warbler. It is frequently waved from side to side 
and up and down (both fanned and, less often, closed), in a fashion 
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Table 1. Differences in measurements and wing-formulae of three Hippolais warblers 
(general measurements from Williamson 1974 and Shirihai unpublished data) 

resembling—but even more emphasised than—the similar movements of 
Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio. Some individuals even continually wave 
the tail as much as do Scrub Warblers Scotocerca inquieta. A. R. Dean (in litt.) 
has likened the cocking and fanning of the tail when on the ground to the 
similar behaviour of Rufous Bush Robin Cercotrichas galactotes. 

In its breeding habitat , which consists of rolling hillside with scattered 
rocks and low bushes, Upcher 's Warbler habitually perches on rocks, 
unlike other Hippolais species. On migration, the tail movements are less 
pronounced, and are also performed less often. In cover, the actions of 
Upcher ' s Warbler are unhurried, reminiscent of Barred Warbler Sylvia 
nisoria or Olive-tree Warbler. 

V o i c e 

Call Single, repeated loud 'chuk', like two stones being knocked together, 
also likened to call of Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus. A 
second occasional call is a rolling churr, recalling Masked Shrike L. nubicus. 

Song Generally resembles Whitethroat Sylvia communis or Menetries's 
Warb le r S. mystacea, but A. R. Dean (in litt.) has heard 'very open vowel 
sounds ' , which he felt recalled an Acrocephalus warbler or thrush Turdus. 

C o m p a r i s o n s with confus ion species 

T h e main problem is with two species: Olivaceous and Olive-tree 
Warblers . 

Compared with Olivaceous: note Upcher 's Warbler 's long tail; dark brown tail 
and wings (less contrast with upperparts on Olivaceous); stronger bill; 
longer supercilium, extending to behind eye; greyer legs; call; song. 

Compared with Olive-tree Warbler. Upcher 's Warbler has longer supercilium 

Feature 

Wing (mm) 
Tail (mm) 
Tarsus (mm) 
Bill to skull (mm) 
Bill-width (at rear 

of nostrils) (mm) 
Tip of wing 

2p = 

l p g p c (mm) 
Emargi nation 

Primary projection 
(mm) 

l p < 2 p (mm) 

p = primary; pc = primary coverts 
Upcher's Olivaceous 

H. languida H. pallida elaeica 
(n = 35) (n = 150) 

72.0-81.5 60.0-72.0 
56.0-65.5 47.0-64.0 
22.0-24.5 19.0-23.0 
16.0-21.8 13.0-19.4 

4.7-5.0 3.4-4.9 
3p or 3p = 4p 3p or 3p = 4p 

(rarely 3p = 4p = 5p) (rarely 3p = 4p= 5p) 
= 5p or = 5p/6p = 5p/6p or = 6p/7p 
(rarely = 6p/7p) (rarely = 7p) 

- 4 . 0 t o + 2.0 +2 .5 t o + 7.5 
3p, 4p or 3p, 4p, 5p 3p, 4p or 3p, 4p, 5p 

13-19 11-16 
40.0-44.1 27.0-35.0 

Olive-tree 
H. olivetorum 

(n = 35) 

82.0-90.0 
62.0-75.0 
22.0-27.5 
18.0-22.0 

4.9-6.2 
3p or 3p = 4p 

= 4p or = 4p/5p 

- 4.0 to - 8.0 
3p,4p 

(rarely 3p, 4p, 5p) 

19-26 
52.0-59.0 
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(Olive-tree's is a mere white patch in front of the eye); shorter primary 
projection; lack of Olive-tree's prominent pale wing panel (in fresh 
plumage in spring; there is more likelihood of confusion in autumn, when 
Olive-tree's panel is not obvious). 

Appeal 
I should greatly welcome comments on this paper and Hippolais 
identification in general, as well as any photographs, for use in the 
forthcoming paper in British Birds noted in paragraph two of this paper. 
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