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Although there have been 29 accepted records of Pechora Pipit Anthus 
.gustavi for the United Kingdom up to the end of 1986, only three of 

these have been away from Shetland. It seems certain that more are 
occurring farther south, but escaping detection, and a lack of knowledge 
about the true field appearance of this species may well be perpetuating 
this situation. A recent record from Portland, Dorset (on 27th September 
1983, see Brit. Birds 78: 566), revealed some confusion amongst record 
assessors over the identification criteria, and this paper has grown out of 
the clarification of the species' characteristics which was needed before 
that record was finally accepted. In order to confirm the plumage 
characters, we checked all the skins of Pechora Pipit in the British 
Museum (Natural History), Tring, for variations, and critically assessed a 
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sample of 35 for each identification feature. We also took the opportunity 
to examine skins of Red-throated Pipit A. cervinus (of which we also have 
extensive Palearctic field experience); this is the principal confusion 
species, with which we frequently make comparison. We have also 
assumed a degree of familiarity with Meadow A. pratensis and Tree Pipits 
A. trivialis: observers should also beware of the effects of moult on the 
plumage appearance, and apparent structure, of these species. 

In the past, field guides and handbooks have usually stressed the 
similarity of Pechora Pipit to Tree Pipit, while ringers' texts have warned 
against confusion with Red-throated. In fact, Pechora Pipit has a very 
individual character, which can be obvious to experienced observers, a 
diagnostic call, and, as will be seen, a number of distinctive plumage 
features. 

Call 
The initial detection of a migrant Pechora Pipit is most often a result of its 
call. Its importance as an identification feature has always been stressed, 
and rightly so. Migrant Pechoras can, however, often be silent (e.g. the 
individual on Fair Isle in 1977 did not call once during its five-day stay; 
see also King 1981). When it is heard, the most common call is a striking, 
hard and explosive monosyllable: 'pwit' or 'pit' (there is notable 
unanimity in transcriptions), which is usually loud and has a low-pitched, 
dry or rasping quality; it has been likened, by some, to a loud discordant 
Ortolan Bunting Emberiza hortulana (GW; I. S. Robertson in litt.). It may be 
uttered two or three times, or in series, particularly when startled. It is 
quite unlike the call of any other European pipit; all have variants of the 
Meadow Pipit's 'pip, pip' anxiety note, but these are very different, having 
a sweet tone. Occasionally (in hard weather for instance), Meadow Pipits 
can give an abbreviated version of their normal 'tseep' call, but this is still 
typically squeaky. Other documented calls (which we have not heard 
ourselves) are a short, soft 'pit' (Riddiford & Ellis 1988), and a thin 'tzee' 
heard in winter quarters (e.g. Wassink 1986) and occasionally from North 
American vagrants. (For comparison with Red-throated Pipit calls, see 
table 2.) 

Structure and shape in flight 
The Pechora Pipit is a small pipit, about the size of a Meadow Pipit, but 
slightly stouter-bodied (and bulkier in direct comparison). It can often 
adopt a rather upright stance, and the head may look sleek (distinctly so 
in the case of the Fair Isle bird of September 1977: CDRH; also I. S. 
Robertson in litt.)—an impression no doubt aided by its rather long, stout-
based bill—and the eyes look large. The head of a Red-throated Pipit is 
more rounded, with the bill in proportion, along the lines of a Meadow 
Pipit. 

When in flight, the bill still looks prominent, even recalling that of a 
Rock Pipit A. petrosus in outline, but, while the tail is in fact rather short 
(see table 1), it may not appear so, and the species tends to look 
streamlined, with the flight-action recalling that of Meadow Pipit. Pechora 
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218. Red-throated Pipit Anihus cervinus, Israel, November 1985 (Paul Doherty) 

219. Pechora Pipit Anthus guslavi, China, May 1985 (Roger Beecroft) 

does not look fat-bodied with a broad, very square-ended tail, which Red-
throated Pipits often do. Contrary to a recent statement (Brit. Birds 79: 36), 
we both consider that Tree Pipit, unlike Red-throated Pipit, looks far more 
elongated in flight, its slim build accentuated by long wings and bounding 
undulations. 

Bill 

Not only is the bill long and stout-based (again, see table 1), but it is also 

[The inclusion of plates 218, 220 and 222-224 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from ZEISS 
West Germany] 
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220. Red-throated Pipit Anlhus ceivinus, Israel, November 1985 (Haul Doherty) 

221. Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi, China, May 1985 (Roger Beecrqft) 

distinctly bi-coloured. This is extremely hard to judge on museum 
specimens, but has been obvious on the three UK birds that we have seen 
(and in all descriptions and colour photographs). Pechora shows a mostly 
dark upper mandible, pinker towards the cutting edge, but with very 
extensive pink on the lower mandible, of which just the tip is dark. The 
bill of Red-throated Pipit is usually all-dark (with any horn or pinkish 
coloration restricted to the base of the lower mandible); the bills of some, 
however, can show extensive pink on the lower mandible (e.g. all three in 
Scilly in October/November 1984: CDRH). 

Legs and feet 

While it would be dangerous to attach too much importance to leg 
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222. Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi, China, May 1985 (Roger Beecroft) 

Table 1. Measurements (in mm) of bill dimensions, hind-claw length and tail length of 
Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi and Red-throated Pipit A. cervinus (after Svensson 1984) 

Red-throated 
Attribute Pechora Pipit Pipit 

Bill length (from skull) 14.5-17.2 13.2-15.1 
Bill width (at proximal edge of nostrils) 4.0 - 4.8 3.4 - 4.2 
Bill depth (at proximal edge of nostrils) 3.8 - 4.5 3.3 - 3.9 
Hind-claw length 8.5-12.0 9.0-13.0 
Tail length 49 - 57 54 - 64 

coloration, it appears, from descriptions, that the legs and feet of Pechora 
are consistently a pale flesh or shell-pink, whereas those of Red-throated 
Pipit vary from flesh through orange-pink to straw (usually being duller in 
spring). 

Plumage and seasonal variation 

The following descript ion concentra tes on details relevant to field 
identification and, unless stated otherwise, refers to autumn plumage, 
since this is the one which West European observers are most likely to 
encounter. Seasonal variation is, however, not great, relating mainly to the 
tone of the ground colours, while feather-wear may reduce the promi
nence of some markings. In general, individuals in spring are slightly 
lighter on the upperparts and more buff, especially on the underparts (one 
on Attu, in the Aleutian Islands, reminded American observers of a 
Savannah Sparrow Ammodramus sandwichensis: King 1981); while by mid 
summer they can be lighter still, taking on a greyer look to the upperparts. 
Those in autumn are more richly coloured, with a much darker reddish-
brown tone above. There appears to be no substantial difference between 
first-winters and fresh-plumaged adults. 



Table 2. Comparison of field characters of Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi and Red-throated 
Pipit A. cervinus in non-breeding plumages 

Character 

STRICTIRF. 

FLIGHT SHAPE 

Blt.I. 

LEGS AM) FF.F.T 

HEAD PIIMAGF. 

Pechora Pipit 

Sleek head, with long bill; short 
tertials; about three primary tips 
project beyond longest tertial 
Small and streamlined (long bill 
may be detectable) 
Bi-coloured: upper mandible 
mostly dark, but pink at cutting-
edge; lower mandible mostly pink 
or pink-orange, with dark only at 
tip 
Pale pink (thigh usually darker 
than rest of underparts) 

Crown and nape Warm brown or rufous-brown, 

Loral streak 

Malar stripe 

Ear-coverts 
LPPERPARTS 

Mantle 

Rump 

Tail 

Median and 
greater coverts 

tNDF.RPARTS 

Throat 
Breast 

Belly and vent 

C.AU.S 

heavily streaked (in lines) with 
black 
Dark, well-defined 

Usually weak or broken, but can be 
better marked; may show 
additional spot at side of neck 

Rufous-brown; streaked 

Rich reddish-brown; heavily 
streaked; two (or more) white to 
huffish-white 'braces': long and 
heavily outlined in black 
Reddish-brown; heavily streaked 
with black 

Narrower; outermost feathers 
appear white or whitish, but can be 
buff 

Both thickly tipped white or cream, 
forming two conspicuous wing-bars 

Usually white 
White, often with distinct zone of 
yellowish-buff wash; fewer, but 
heavy, black streaks 
Mostly clean white; contrasts with 
yellowish-buff zone on breast (but 
both areas occasionally show 
yellowish-buff tinge); long black 
streaks down flanks 

Diagnostic; usually loud and 
explosive 'pwit' or 'pit', uttered two 
or three limes; also, short soft 'pit'; 
rarely, quiet thin 'tzee' 

Red-throated Pipit 

Rounded head, with bill in 
proportion; little or no primary 
projection beyond tertials 
Fat-bodied, with broad tail 

Mostly dark: horn or pinkish colour 
usually only at base of lower 
mandible, but may be more 
extensive (perhaps especially in 
late autumn) 
Varies from pink to straw (thigh 
similar to underpart colour) 

Olive-grey or greyish-brown 

Usually little, but can be more 
marked 
Always heavy and well-defined; 
triangular base often extended to 
neck-sides, but no isolated spot 
there 
Brown; uniform or barely streaked 

Greyish-brown or olive-brown; 
heavily streaked; two or more 
'braces': less white, shorter and less 
heavily outlined 
Paler, olive-brown or greyish-
brown; slightly less heavily 
streaked 
Broader; outermost feathers always 
white or whitish 

Neatly fringed whitish or buff, not 
forming separate or conspicuous 
wing-bars 

Washed buff or salmon-buff 
Sullied white, with pale buffy-
yellow or yellowish-olive tinge 

Sullied white (pale buffy-yellow or 
yellowish-olive tinge); undertail-
coverts often buff; often equally 
long black streaks down flanks 

Akin to Tree Pipit's: sibilant, 
drawn-out, variously transcribed 
'skee', 'skee-eez', 'ptzeez', 'pstee', 
'sstee'; occasionally low 'chup' or 
stuttering 'pzou-pzou' (recalling 
Meadow Pipit's 'pip-pip') 
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223. Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi, China, May 1985 (Geoff Carry) 

224. Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi, China, May 1985 (Geoff'Carey) 

Head 
Like Red-throated Pipit, the head and upperparts of Pechora are heavily 
streaked with black, but, whereas Red-throated usually has an olive-grey 
or greyish-brown tone to the ground colour, this is a richer reddish-brown 
on Pechora. On those which we have seen, the head was a brighter, more 
rufous brown (than the rest of the upperparts); this was also the case in 
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75% of the skins examined (though the head may merely be a lighter 
brown by mid summer). This rufous tinge is often most marked on the 
finely streaked ear-coverts (which tend to be more uniform on Red-
throated Pipit). The crown is heavily streaked, often forming lines, with 
the nape-streaking less heavy, owing to the individual streaks being 
slightly finer and more widely spaced; this disagrees with Roberson 
(1980), but is clearly the case in 95% of skins and in photographs of live 
birds. This difference, in crown-versus-nape streaking, can be more 
marked on Red-throated Pipit, because of the lighter ground colour. 
There can be a quite distinct, but short, supercilium and rather paler area 
around the eye, usually broken by a shortish, dusky eye-stripe. The front 
part of the eye-stripe, on the lores, is reasonably distinct, and has been 
advanced as a useful separating character from Red-throated Pipit, which 
usually shows plain lores (Svensson 1984); some non-breeding Red-
throated Pipits do, however, show a loral streak (CDRH; S. C. Madge in 
litt). The lores may, however, be hard to determine in the field (P. V. 
Harvey in litt.) and are often subject to wetting during normal feeding 
activity. The moustachial stripe is not quite so dark as on Red-throated 
Pipit, and both species show a long cream-coloured submoustachial stripe 
curving around onto the sides of the neck, where, on Pechora, it may help 
to isolate a black spot. First noted by King (1981), and more recently by 
Wassink (1986), the usefulness of this spot as an identification feature 
cannot be confirmed in recent British sightings (also see Riddiford & 
Harvey 1988); this may be because it is a seasonal feature (the above 
references were to individuals observed in winter or spring). When a 
similar feature has been observed on Meadow and Tree Pipits, it has most 
often been in spring (GW; see also Riddiford & Harvey 1988); but, in 
these cases, it has usually been produced by misalignment of feathers, and 
observers should beware of this possibility. On non-breeding Red-

225. Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus, Israel, October 1986 {Amoud B. van den Berg) 



460 Identification of Pechora Pipit 

throated Pipits, the often-large triangular mark in this area is invariably 
attached to the heavy black malar stripe. The malar stripe on Pechora is 
often weak (and may be non-existent), especially near the chin, but can be 
more strongly marked on the lower throat. Like other pipits, however, 
notably Richard's Pipit A. novaeseelandiae, the strength of the malar stripe 
can vary a great deal, and some Pechoras do show a strong mark here. 

Mantle and rump 
Pechora Pipits tend to look dark-and-striped above. This is partly the 
result of heavy black stripes on the upperparts generally, and obvious, 
long, pale 'braces' at the sides of 
the mantle. The brace markings (or 
'tramlines') vary from pure white 
(especially in summer) to the 
bright cream (or buffish-cream) 
more typical in autumn, but are 
nearly always whiter and more con
trasting (owing to heavier black 
stripes outlining them) and longer 
than the similar markings on Red-
throated Pipits (of which those in 
spring come closest). A second pair 
of braces may be discernible out
side these, but, if anything, such 
double tramlines are more likely on 

226 & 227. Pechora Pipit Anthus gustavi, China, May 1985 (above, Roger Beecroft; below, Geoff 
Carey) 
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Red-throated Pipit, which often shows four, and even six, such marks. The 
important distinction is that on a Pechora the braces are usually longer 
(stretching the full length of the mantle in a broken 'V'), whiter, and more 
heavily outlined with black. 

The rump, like the mantle, is heavily streaked with black on a reddish-
brown ground, which can be a brighter, more rufescent brown on the 
uppertail-coverts. On Red-throated Pipit (the only other European pipit 
with a well-streaked rump), the streaks tend to be shorter, and more like 
spots, but may be more obvious because the ground colour is a paler 
greyish-brown or olive-brown, never inclining to rufous. 

Tail 
Although buffish or smoky-buff outer tail(feathers have previously been 
emphasised as the single most important plumage character, our 
experience does not confirm this. In field observations, most recent 
British Pechora Pipits appeared at first to have white or whitish outer tail 
feathers (and these can look pure white), although, on closer inspection, 
they could be seen to be a smoky-white or greyish-white. On museum 
specimens, the majority showed cream-coloured outer tail feathers rather 
than buff and, again, these would almost certainly have appeared white or 
whitish in the field; in direct comparison, however, those of neither Red-
throated nor Pechora were as pure white as those of Meadow Pipit (for 
tail-pattern in the hand, see fig. 1). 

Fig. I. Two outermost tail feathers of Pechora Anthus gustavi and Red-throated Pipits A. 
cervinus, showing differences in extent of white (or off-white) on penultimate feather 

Thus, a distinction in the outer tail feather coloration may be apparent 
only when one already suspects a Pechora. 

Wings 
The wing markings are likely to be the first plumage feature to strike West 
European observers. Pechora Pipits have two thick and well-defined white 
or whitish wing-bars formed by broad, pale tips to the greater and median 
coverts. They are usually of equal thickness and white, but the median-
covert bar may be slightly thicker and cream-coloured or buffish-white 
(especially in autumn). The other European pipits (in fresh plumage) also 
have pale fringes to the wing-coverts, these being at their most marked on 
Red-throated Pipit, but a combination of features makes these far more 
prominent on Pechora. They have thicker and more clearly defined 
whitish tips, and darker feather-centres, with narrower lateral fringes, 
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making each wing-bar more discrete, and with a more solid dark bar 
separating the two pale bars. Comparing the skins of Red-throated and 
Pechora, this difference is obvious and consistent. In the past, this feature 
has largely been ignored, but in our experience it is one of the most 
immediate distinguishing features. 

The tertials can also be well marked: dark grey-brown, with clear-cut 
buff to immaculate-white fringes (in skins, however, Red-throated often 
showed the more striking tertial fringes). More significantly, as shown by 
Dementiev & Gladkov (1969) and Svensson (1984), the tertials always fall 
well short of the wing-tip, making three or more primary tips visible on the 
closed wing. There is normally little or no primary projection on Red-
throated Pipit, and it is only very short on Meadow and Tree Pipits 
(several of the fresh-plumaged Red-throated skins at Tring also showed 
two or more primaries projecting beyond the tertials, but this may have 
been due, at least partly, to the way that the specimens had been 
prepared). The primary tips can, however, be very hard to examine in the 
field (P. V. Harvey in lift.), though the rather shorter, less tapered look to 
the tertials may be easier to discern (N. J . Riddiford in litt,). Also, the 
tertials are particularly susceptible to wear, and consequently may be 
shorter than normal (particularly in spring): for a photographic example 
of this, see Campbell (1974: plate 627), in which both individuals of a 
breeding pair of Tree Pipits (which should show very little primary 
projection) show a number of primaries extending beyond their severely 
worn tertials. Despite these remarks, observers should always try to 
confirm the presence of this important structural feature. 

Underparts 
Typically, the Pechora Pipit shows bright, unsullied white on the lower 
breast and belly, which may contrast slightly with a yellowish-buff wash 
across the upper breast. This buff may be limited in extent (the 1977 Fair 
Isle individual had jus t a pale buff patch in the centre of its breast, 
noticeable only when the bird was front-on, and the one in 1978 had 
none), but was present on at least 80% of the museum specimens (at its 
most reduced in July). 

The throat and vent are also rather white, but both can show a slight 
buff tinge (perhaps most likely in spring, when the 'face' is often more 
buff). Red-throated Pipits (other than breeding adults) have underparts 
which are tinged uniform pale buffy-yellow or yellowish-olive, like those of 
Meadow Pipits, but often cleaner-looking, and invariably lack a distinct 
zone of brighter buff coloration across the breast, although a salmon-buff 
wash may be visible on the throat at close range. 

The streaks on the underparts of Pechora Pipit fall into two groups: 
thick, well-spaced, black streaks (or stripes) down the breast, and an 
extension of longer streaks down the flanks. The breast streaks tend to be 
fewer, but heavier, than the more closely streaked breast of Red-throated 
Pipit, while the flank streaks are, if anything, longer. 

Behaviour 
Despite the distinctive call and well-marked plumage characters noted 
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above, one behavioural trait may still hinder identification. This species 
does like to skulk, often in quite thick vegetation. On Fair Isle, they favour 
standing crops or stubble, and the rankest of grass, from which they can 
be extremely difficult to flush. Once flushed, however, they may perch on 
fence-wires or posts and give extended views. 

Conclusion 
Observers faced with a silent putative Pechora Pipit which does not show 
buff outer tail feathers need not be disheartened. The characteristic 
double white wing-bar should be easy to see, as well as the strong black 
stripes and prominent pale braces on the mantle. Careful attention should 
be paid to plumage tones, structure and bare-part coloration. If heard, the 
call-note is conclusive. (For a detailed comparison with Red-throated 
Pipit, consult table 2.) • 
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Summary 
In the past, field identification of Pechora Pipits Anthus gustavi has focused too closely on 
features more easily determined in museum specimens. It is, in fact, not a difficult species to 
identify: it possesses a unique call and several distinct structural features. It also shows 
obvious white wing-bars; rather reddish-brown upperpart coloration, brightest on the head; 
prominent long whitish braces on the mantle; and very white underparts, with a yellowish-
buff wash mid-breast. The outer tail feathers do not necessarily look huffish. 
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