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Reports of the central Asian (Siberian) race of Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia 
curruca blythi have increased in Britain and Ireland over the past 

decade or so. The reasons for this are unclear, but the trend follows the 
increased westward vagrancy of other Siberian passerines, which have 
now become a regular feature of late autumn (Baker 1977; Elkins 1983; 
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Table 1. Selected records of 'Siberian Lesser Whitethroat' Sylvia curruca blythi in Britain 
All reports concern singles unless otherwise stated. This list is the result of an extensive, but 

not exhaustive, li terature search 
County Records 

Shetland Fair Isle, 5th and 27th September 1964, 26th September 1965, 17th and 
30th September 1968. 

Northumberland Hauxley, 3rd October 1964 (two), 3rd November 1968, 19th October 
1972, 21st October 1978, 8th November 1981; Craster, 20th October 
1968; Holy Island, 12th October 1980. 

Humberside Spurn, 29th October 1948, 9th October 1949, 26th September 1965, 7th 
October 1966, 28th October 1971, 19th October 1972, 23rd October 
1981, 1 l th and 12th October 1982; Flamborough, 8th October 1977, 1st 
October 1978, 10th and 16th October 1982. 

North Yorkshire Scarborough, 19th October 1975. 
Lincolnshire Saltfleet (two) and Theddle thorpe , 18th October 1981; Anderby, 20th 

and 25th October 1981; Donna Nook, 14th November 1981. 
Norfolk Sheringham, 16th September 1976, 12th October 1980; Wells, 12th 

October 1980; Welney (feeding on bird-table), 11th December to 14th 
January 1980. 

Kent Sandwich Bay, 21st October, (possibly another) 1st November 1985; 
Dungeness, 4th, 5th and 6th October 1986. 

Howey & Bell 1985). It is likely, however, that many blythi go unreported 
each year since observers are unaware of or disinterested in racial 
differences or identification. Indeed, it is rare for county recorders even to 
mention positively identified subspecies, making it impossible to be 
confident that any list of records of'Siberian Lesser Whitethroats ' for past 
years is comprehensive. Some information does, however, exist (table 1). 
All have been on the British east coast, from Shetland to Kent, and most 
have occurred in late October or early November. 

While examining the status of blythi, it is as well to consider other races 
of Lesser Whitethroat too. Although there are no confirmed records of 
races other than curruca and blythi in Britain and Ireland, reports of 
'aberrant' Lesser Whitethroats are worryingly frequent. Some of these 
descriptions strongly suggest 'Hume's Lesser Whitethroat ' S. c. althaea 
(Collins in litt.) or 'Desert Lesser Whitethroat ' S. c. minula (Mather 1986). 
These races, in particular, are strong candidates for future inclusion on 
the British and Irish list. 

The aim of this paper is to draw the attention of field workers to the 
principal differences between the races of Lesser Whitethroat, and to give 
some indication of their complex breeding distr ibutions. While the 
inclusion of wing-formulae and measurements are unlikely to help in the 
field, ringers will benefit, since there are small differences in structure 
between races. 

Taxonomy 

The systematics of this group is confusing, and a review of the taxonomic 
status of the various forms is needed. The main controversy concerns S. c. 
minula and S. c. althaea: some authors (e.g. Vaurie 1959; Harrison 1982) 
regard them as distinct species, each with several races, whereas others 
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(e.g. Williamson 1968; Voous 1977) have lumped them under Lesser 
Whitethroat. In a recent study of althaea, however, Stepanyan (1982) 
stated 'spatial, reproductive, morphological and ecological relations 
between these forms has shown there exists a break of interspecific type 
between them': overwhelming evidence to suggest that at least this form 
should be given specific status. Peters (1986), interestingly, has grouped 
blythi with curruca, on the grounds that no morphological differences were 
found between it and the nominate race. In this review, I have followed 
Williamson (1968), whose t reatment of the numerous races thus far 
described is of a particularly practical nature, keeping the number to a 
minimum. 

The subspecies under consideration inhabit three broadly different 
ecosystems: lowland grassy and forest-zone areas (curruca and blythi); 
mountainous wooded slopes (althaea); and arid, desert regions (minula and 
margelanica). There are, however, breeding grounds where, apparently, all 
three ecotypes over lap (Turkey, I ran and T u r k e s t a n ) , and where 
interbreeding between forms appears to be frequent; there are thus some 
populations which will prove impossible to define racially. In addition, 
Lesser Whi t e th roa t , as a species , shows highly variable p lumage 
characteristics, even in zones where a race is pure. This, too, can make 
racial determination difficult, and sometimes impossible. In addition to 
the five forms already mentioned, the following races have also been 
described, but may best be merged with the main races as follows: S. c. 
caucasica (Caucasus, Iran) in the nominate race; S. c. telengitica (Southwest 
Altai, Central Asia, wintering in Northern India), S. c. halimondendri 
(Kazakhstan, South Central Asia, wintering in Northern India) and S. c. 
snigirewskii (East Turkmenistan) in S. c. blythi; and S. c. monticola (South 
Russia, Turkestan) and S. c. zagrossiensis (Iraq, Southwest Iran) in S. c. 
althaea (Vaurie 1959; Howard & Moore 1984). 

Identification 
The identification of blythi is based on its usually somewhat warmer brown 
upperparts and whiter breast and belly, giving the impression of a paler 
and buffer version of curruca. This distinctive tone is best seen in autumn, 
when both adul t and first-winter Lesser Whi te th roa t s are in fresh 
plumage. T h e degree of 'wa rmth ' on the brown upperpar t s varies 
individually and seasonally. In the most obvious form, the mantle and 
back are buff-brown, contrasting with the grey head, while the tertials can 
appear almost gingery. The colouring is, in fact, more reminiscent of 
Whitethroat S. communis than of typical Lesser Whitethroat. In worn 
winter plumage or on dull individuals, however, the tones may be very 
similar to those of curruca. Though the upperparts generally remain 
slightly paler and warmer, the difference is difficult to see, even in 
extensive skin collections. In fresh and bright p lumage , the above 
characteristics should help to distinguish blythi from curruca, but may not 
help for two other south Eurasian races: minula and margelanica. The former 
is a desert race and is smaller than curruca and blythi. It is strikingly pale 
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Fig. 1. Races of Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca 

and sandy, slimmer-looking, and with a proportionately smaller head. The 
lores and ear-coverts appear darker as a direct result of the contrast with 
the rest of the dull greyish head, sandy mantle and whitish throat. On 
some individuals, however, the dark mask may be reduced or even absent, 
especially in worn plumage. Large individuals of the Far Eastern race, 
margelanica (which can also be small), could easily be confused with blytki. 
It is generally sandier on the upperparts, resembling minula (with which it 
intergrades), and has greyish uppertail-coverts. The race althaea is found 
on sparsely wooded slopes in mountainous or hilly country. It is fairly 
distinctive, appearing much bulkier than other forms, with a tit-like bill 
and, in fresh plumage, very dark upperparts. It is generally one of the 
easiest races to identify (Wallace 1973), but those in worn plumage (or 
smaller-than-average individuals) could be confused with the nominate 
race. Williamson (1968) drew attention to the strong demarcation of black 
in the purer white outer tail feathers of minula, margelanica and althaea, as 
opposed to the dusky-white outer tail feathers of blythi and curruca. This 
character should, however, be used with caution, since it could also be 
related to age. The nominate race, for instance, can have two-thirds of the 
outermost tail feather pure white (Svensson 1984). The easternmost 
races do, however, generally have more white in their tails than curruca or 
blythi, 

[The inclusion of fig. 1 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from ZEISS West 
Germany] 
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Fig. 2. Breeding distribution of races of Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca: (1) curruca; (2) blythi; 
(3) minula; (4) margelanica; (5) althaea 

S. c. curruca 
PLUMAGE In autumn (fresh plumage), up-
perparts brownish slate-grey, merging into 
grey crown; lores and ear-coverts dark 
brown or blackish, contrasting sharply with 
white throat and, to lesser extent, slate-grey 
crown, giving masked appearance. Primaries 
and outer secondaries dark brown, with 
narrow pale brown fringes on outer webs; 
inner secondaries and tertials have pale grey 
outer webs with whitish-grey fringes forming 
pale wing panel. Large alula feathers 
brownish-black, contrasting with outer 
wing-coverts. Tail dark brown, with pale 
grey inner and outer fringes. Inner web of 
outermost tail feathers dirty-white (first-

winter) to white (adult), with variable 
amounts of diffuse grey or brown on inner 
part of inner web. Underparts smoky-grey, 
with pinkish-buff suffusion on breast and 
flanks. 

In spring/summer (worn plumage), 
underparts lack pinkish hue. Upperparts 
less brown, greyer and paler. Fringes to 
primaries, secondaries and tertials much 
reduced. 

BARE PARTS Bill dark brown to almost black; 
lower mandible often paler at base. Legs 
slaty bluish-black. Iris brown with whitish 
crescent over pupil (adult) or uniform 
medium-grey tone (first-year). 

FIELD CHARACTERS AND HABITAT Skulking and retiring; frequents thick cover in variety of 
habitats: tall scrub and small trees, often on edge of open space in coniferous, mixed or 
broadleaved forests; or young plantations with shrubbery or overgrown hedges; at higher 
altitudes, found in shrubby growth. In winter, frequents acacia scrub and palm groves of arid 
regions and tall scrub of semi-desert. 

VOICE Song may begin with quiet, delicate musical warble, sometimes inaudible except at 
very close range, followed by penetrating, rattling, repeated 'Chikka-chikka-chikka . . .' or 
'Chicker-chicker-chicker'. Subsong is low, quiet warble like that associated with rattle, 
delivered chiefly in April and September. Call is typical of Sylvia: 'Tak' or 'Tchack'. Alarm 
note is 'Chaar' or 'Chuur'. 

DISTRIBUTION (see map for breeding) Winters mainly east of the Nile in northeastern Africa, 
south to Ethiopia and west to Chad and northern Nigeria. 
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S. c. blythi 
PLUMAGE In autumn (fresh plumage), as spring, upperparts less brown, as dull as 
nominate curruca except upperparts warmer those of curruca, making distinction very 
brown, particularly evident on tertials, difficult. 
which sometimes appear almost gingery. 
Underparts whiter, while flanks and thighs 
with more sandy-buff suffusion, lacking 
pinkish tinge of curruca. In late winter and BARE PARTS As curruca. 

FIELD CHARACTERS AND HABITAT Told from curruca by whiter underparts and buff (not 
pinkish) flanks; tertial fringes more gingery than curruca, recalling Whitethroat, but paler. 
Chief breeding habitat ranges from thickets of asparagus in southern USSR to undergrowth in 
forests of fir Abies and aspen Populus farther west. On steppes and mountain slopes (up to 
2,000 m), found in thickets and shrubbery or underbrush in forests. 

VOICE Song structure similar to curruca, but often precedes main rattle with quick, vibrant 
short 'Chu-chu-chu'. Tone of rattle recalls weak 'Teacher-teacher-teacher' of Great Tit Parus 
major, with rattling quality; difference, however, is slight (and may vary regionally). 
Determining such small differences in song tone requires thorough familiarity with one or 
other of the races. 

DISTRIBUTION (see map for breeding) Winters southeastern Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
India (chiefly in northwest, but east to West Bengal and south throughout peninsular plains 
to Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka), and northern Sri Lanka. 

S. c. minula 
PLUMAGE In late autumn (fresh plumage), 
upperparts significantly sandier brown than 
those of all other races, with possible excep
tion of margelanica, and with noticeably dull 
grey head. Mask restricted to lores and fore 
ear-coverts and can appear comparatively 
dark owing to contrast with paler surround
ing area. On some, however; mask may be 
reduced or even absent, especially in worn 
plumage. Well-developed pale grey or whit
ish streak or spot just over and behind eye 
on many individuals of this race. Underparts 
sandy white, with buffish flanks. Dark areas 
on tail distinctly paler than on curruca, being 
pale grey-brown. On worn adults in sum
mer, sandy-brown upperparts become 

paler. Plumage of this desert-dwelling race 
prone to sun-bleaching; in extreme cases, 
this leads to very worn and abraded feathers 
(especially in tail and outer primaries), and 
upperparts may take on pale yellow-ochre 
tone. Since this race intergrades with both 
blythi and margelanica, intermediates occur, 
and caution should be exercised in areas of 
sympatry. 

BARE PARTS Bill dark bluish-grey, with paler 
base to lower mandible. Legs dark brown to 
slate-grey. Iris pale yellow (may vary with 
age). 

FIELD CHARACTERS AND HABITAT A small, short-tailed pale warbler with fine bill: resembles 
Spectacled S. conspicillata or Desert Warbler S. nana, rather than nominate Lesser 
Whitethroat. Slimmer and smaller-headed than nominate race; with plumage described as 
appearing 'washed-out' (Wallace 1973). Inhabits scant scrub and bush cover in desert or 
semi-desert areas; also cultivated areas such as orchards and gardens. 

VOICE Song is pleasant and varied warble without terminal rattle of curruca. Call most 
commonly employed is harsh 'Ch'churrr-churrr' or 'Chee-chee-chee'. Harsh 'Tittitic' and 
loud staccato buzzing 'Tz-tz-tz-tz, tre-ter-zz-zz-zz' also recorded. Some individuals also scold 
like curruca (Gallagher & Woodcock 1980; Hollom et al. 1988; S. C. Madge in litt.). 

DISTRIBUTION (see map for breeding) Winters in eastern Saudi Arabia and southern Arabia 
to southeastern Iran, eastwards to central India. 

S. c. margelanica 
PLUMAGE General appearance pale and sandy-white underparts have buffish-pink 
sandy-brown, resembling minula, except suffusion on flanks in fresh plumage (less 
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obvious or absent when worn) and is darker so only well-marked individuals can be 
and with more pronounced demarcation racially determined. 
between brown and white on inner web of 
outer tail feather. Uppertail-coverts grey, 
unlike minula, which has uniform sandy- BARE PARTS Bill dark brown, with greyish 
brown mantle, rump and uppertail-coverts. base to lower mandible. Legs dark slate-grey 
The races margelanica and minula intergrade, or brown. Iris grey. 

FIELD CHARACTERS AND HABITAT Similar to minula, but appears bulkier and larger, with longer 
tail; head bigger, giving bull-necked appearance. 

VOICE No information. 

DISTRIBUTION (see map for breeding) Thought to winter in much the same area as minula. 

S. c. althaea 

FIELD CHARACTERS AND HABITAT Darker and slightly bulkier than curruca; difference in colour 
between upperparts and head less obvious than on curruca. Dark mask also less obvious, 
tending to merge with darker crown. Pale edgings to inner secondaries and tertials form 
obvious wing panel (in fresh plumage). Underparts similar to those of curruca, but sometimes 
with stronger suffusion on flanks and thighs (in fresh plumage). Bill deeper than on curruca, 
rather like that of tit Parus. Favoured habitats are broadleaved woods on mountain slopes, tall 
subalpine shrubbery and sparse shrub growth on steep slopes up to 3,600 m. 

S. C. Madge (in litt.) states that, in worn plumage, the central Asian race of Whitethroat S. 
communis icterops is very grey and has virtually no rufous in the wings, and is thus very difficult 
to separate from althaea, being best distinguished by its pale legs and pale bill base. 

VOICF. Song is brief, but clear ringing warble, 'Tru-tru, tru-ee, tru-eee', not unlike that of 
Blackcap S. atricapilla in quality, and quite unlike that of other races of Lesser Whitethroat 
(Wallace 1973). Calls include melodious 'Wheet-wheet-wheet' and scolding 'Churr'. 

DISTRIBUTION (see map for breeding) Winters in parts of Pakistan, and throughout India and 
Sri Lanka, on lower hill slopes, mainly in acacia scrub. 

Conclusions 
Given adequate views and good field conditions, well-marked individuals 
of the Siberian race of Lesser Whitethroat, blythi, show distinctive plumage 
characteristics in fresh plumage, which should generally distinguish them 
from the nominate race in the autumn and early winter. Worn individuals, 
however (from winter to summer), may show similar plumage tones to 
curruca; only those showing strong blythi markings can be safely identified 
during this period. There are small areas where blythi and curruca 
intergrade. 

Two southeastern races, minula and althaea, may be separate species; 

PLUMAGE In autumn (fresh plumage), up
perparts bluish-grey or dark slate-grey 
merging into greyish-black crown. Mask less 
clearly defined than on typical curruca owing 
to darker crown. Pale edges to inner secon
daries and tertials giving sharply contrasting 
pale wing panel. Underparts smoky grey as 
on curruca, but usually with stronger pinkish 
suffusion on breast and flanks. Tail some
what darker than that of curruca, with vari
able dusky-brown in white outer tail feather 
on some individuals (possibly first-years); 
pure white on others (possibly adults). Less 

well-marked individuals resemble nominate 
race and may not be separable. In spring/ 
summer (worn plumage), upperparts be
come paler, greyish-brown, while pale edges 
to secondaries and tertials become reduced, 
making wing panel less obvious. Pinkish hue 
on underparts subdued or absent. This race 
intergrades with curruca. 

BARF, PARTS Bill almost black, with pale base 
to lower mandible. Legs grey to almost 
black. Iris dark brown (possibly first-years) 
to pale greyish-yellow (possibly adults). 
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Fig. 3. Wing-formulae of five races of Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca 

more research is required. The Desert Lesser Whitethroat, minula, is 
distinctive in all plumages, and should easily be told apart from curruca. 
The easternmost populations intergrade with margelanica, while in parts of 
Iran and Turkestan there is interbreeding with blythi. Hume's Lesser 
Whitethroat, althaea, in its typical form, may be separable from the 
nominate race. Intergradation, however, is particularly frequent in the 
areas where this race breeds (mostly with curruca, but other forms may be 
involved). Confusion may arise in some areas of central Asia with the 
eastern form of Whitethroat, S. communis icterops, which is very grey and 
shows little or no rufous in the wings. 

The little-studied Chinese race margelanica is a pale form, resembling 
minula in tone. The geographical divide between this and the nominate 
race is great, and direct comparisons make identification comparatively 
straightforward. Problems arise in localities where margelanica overlaps 
with minula; intergradation occurs, making discrimination impossible. 

Acknowledgments 
Various people provided useful information and helpful comments on Lesser Whitethroats: 
Tim Inskipp, Peter Grant, Lars Jonsson, Sean McMinn, Tim Collins, Dr Moss Taylor, John 
Mather, Nigel Odin and Richard Porter. I also wish to thank Tim Inskipp, Peter Grant, Steve 
Madge and Alan Dean for commenting on an earlier draft of this paper. I am grateful for the 
privilege of being allowed to examine the skin collection at the British Museum (Nat. Hist.), 
Tring. 

References 
BAKER, E. C. S. 1924. The Fauna of British India. London. 



390 Identification of Siberian Lesser Whitethroat 

BAKER, J. K. 1977. Westward vagrancy of Siberian passerines in autumn 1975. Birdy Study 24: 
233-244. 

EUUNS, N. 1983. Weather and Bird Behaviour. Calton. 
GALLAGHER, M., & WOODCOCK, M. W. 1980. The Birds of Oman. London. 
HOIXOM, P. A. D., PORTER, R. F., CHRISTENSEN, S., & WILLIS, I. 1988. Birds of the Middle East 

and North Africa. Calton. 
HOWARD, R., & MOORE, A. 1984. A Complete Checklist of the Birds of the World. London. 
HARRISON, C. 1982. An Atlas of the Birds of the Western Palaearctic. London. 
HOWEY, D. H., & BELL, M. 1985. Pallas's Warblers and other migrants in Britain and Ireland 

in October 1982. Brit. Birds 78: 381-392. 
MATHER, J. R. 1986. The Birds of Yorkshire. London. 
PETERS, J. L. 1986. Check-list of the Birds of the World, vol. 11. Cambridge, Mass. 
STEPANYAN, L. S. 1982. Taxonomic relations between two forms of the genus Sylvia (Aves, 

Sylviidae) as an example of superspecies type group. Zoologicfteskii Zh. 61: 1042-1047. 
Sw.NSSON, L. 1984. Identification Guide to European Passerines. Stockholm. 
VAURIE, C. 1959. The Birds of the Palearctic Fauna. Passeriformes. London. 
Voous, K. H. 1972. List of Recent Hohrctic Bird Species. London. 
WALLACE, D. I. M. 1973. Identification of some scarce or difficult west Palearctic species in 

Iran. Brit. Birds 66: 376-390. 
WnxiAMSON, K. 1968. Identification for Ringers. 3. The Genus Syhia. 2nd edn. Tring. 

Kevin Baker, 2 Eastcrqft, Langdon Street, Tring, Hertfordshire HP23 5NR 


	Identification of Siberian and other forms of Lesser Whitethroat
	Taxonomy
	Identification
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	References




