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A recent paper dealing with the identifica-
tion of Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca
(Vinicombe 2000) included some discussion
on hybrids between that species and
Common Pochard A. ferina. Vinicombe’s
advice, that if a putative Ferruginous Duck
shows any anomalous feature, no matter how
small, then hybrid parentage cannot be elimi-
nated, is sound indeed. The treatment of
female hybrids may, however, merit further
comment, while it should also be remem-
bered that hybrids between Ferruginous
Duck and Tufted Duck A. fuligula are

another potential pitfall (plate 305).
My own studies of hybrid wildfowl, in

Germany, Switzerland and Austria, have
included observation of 148 Common
Pochard × Ferruginous Duck hybrids and 47
Ferruginous Duck × Tufted Duck hybrids
(Randler 2000a & in press).Almost one-third
of the former group were females, but I
found no confirmed female Ferruginous ×
Tufted Duck hybrids.

Typically, male hybrids of Ferruginous
Duck and Common Pochard are relatively
easy to identify with the help of Vinicombe’s

paper (see, for example, plate
306). Female hybrids, such as
those shown in plates 307-
309, can, however, be prob-
lematical, especially if the bird
is asleep. At first glance, and
without seeing the all-impor-
tant bill pattern, the individual
in plate 307 could be identi-
fied as a female Ferruginous
Duck. Some publications (e.g.
Harris et al. 1989; Vinicombe
2000) illustrate hybrids with a
sharp demarcation between a
darker breast and paler flanks,
which the individual in plate
307 lacks (having, instead, a
much more diffuse border
between the darker colour on
the breast and the paler
flanks). Hybrids can, however,
be extremely variable, and
other sources (Gillham &
Gillham 1996; Gillham et al.
1966; Osborne 1972; Randler
2000b) confirm that not all
hybrids show this pattern.

While many female
Common Pochard × Ferrugi-
nous Duck hybrids appear
superficially similar to Ferrugi-
nous Duck, the shape and
pattern of the bill are the key
features for correct identifica-
tion. The bill is often longer,
and deeper at the base, than
that of pure Ferruginous, and

Notes
Identification of female Ferruginous Duck hybrids

306. Male hybrid Common Pochard Aythya ferina × Ferruginous
Duck A. nyroca, Huningue,Alsace, France, February 1994.

305. Male hybrid Ferruginous Duck A. nyroca × Tufted Duck 
A. fuligula, location and date unknown.
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has a large black tip and a
bluish subterminal band that
is curled back towards the
cutting edges. Sometimes, the
typical head profile, similar to
that of male hybrids, may indi-
cate mixed parentage. Two
further supporting characters
may also give clues: the white
in the undertail -coverts is
often reduced or speckled
with brown on hybrids, while
on pure Ferruginous the body
is more chocolate-coloured.

A growing awareness of the
existence of hybrids has no
doubt contributed to the
increasing number of recent
records, but other factors may
also be relevant. Although the
first Swiss breeding record of
Ferruginous Duck was in
1995, and there have been up
to three attempts since then
(Winkler 1999), the breeding
population of this species is
declining in Austria and
Germany (it may even be
extinct in the latter country),
and also in Poland, where the
latest reports suggest only 40
breeding pairs at 20 sites
(Wieloch 1998). Hybridisation
occurs mainly at the extremi-
ties of the breeding range,
which may explain why, for
example, in Croatia (one of
the species’ key breeding areas:
Wieloch 1998) hybridisation is
very rare, while in Germany
many hybrids are present
during the winter.
I wish to thank Raffael Aye and
Beat Walser for the use of their
photographs.
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307. Female hybrid Common Pochard Aythya ferina × Ferruginous
Duck A. nyroca, Huningue,Alsace, France, February 1994.
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The extent of the visible projection of the
primaries beyond the tertials on the folded
wing is a useful means of separating similar
species in groups as diverse as crakes
Porzana, Phylloscopus warblers and shrikes
Lanius. Pipits Anthus are a notoriously con-
fusing genus in which many species show a
range of structural similarities, including long
tertials that cloak and obscure the primary
tips. Most pipits do not, therefore, show a
clear primary projection. The exception to
this is the Pechora Pipit A. gustavi, which
has a short projection of two primary tips, an
important criterion by which to separate it
from the superficially similar Red-throated
Pipit A. cervinus.

Richard’s Pipits A. novaeseelandiae are
generally difficult to observe on the ground
because of their habit of skulking in rough
grass. In October 1987, I made some field
sketches of an obliging individual in north

Kent which showed a visible primary projec-
tion. I showed these sketches to the late
Peter Grant, who queried the accuracy of
this detail and suggested that it would be
worthy of further scrutiny. Some years later, I
was given the study skin of a first-winter
Richard’s Pipit of the race richardi, collected
in China by F. W. Styan in October 1903,
which also shows a prominent primary pro-
jection (plate 310). BWP (Vol. 5) states that
the ‘Longest tertial reaches to 0–3 mm from
wing-tip in closed wing’ on this species,
whereas The Handbook states that the tip of
the longest tertial falls just short of the fifth
primary in winter, while after the spring
moult it is often as long as the longest
primary. Hall (1961) noted that all migrant
races of Richard’s Pipit are particularly
subject to haphazard moult, but made no
mention of the primary projection.

Subsequently, I visited the British Museum
(Natural History),
Tring, and examined
the collection of
Richard’s Pipits, paying
particular attention to
the races richardi ,
dauuricus, ussuriensis
and centralasiae .
Among these were 45
specimens of richardi
for which the month
of collection was
recorded. For these
individuals, I measured
the tertial moult score
and the extent of
visible primary projec-
tion on both wings;

Primary projection of Richard’s Pipits

310. Richard’s Pipit Anthus novaeseelandiae of the race richardi, collected
in China, October 1903.
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where the primary projection
was asymmetrical, the mean
projection was noted. The
specimens were aged by using
criteria from Svensson (1992).

The variation in primary
projection was found to be
considerable, ranging from
negligible to a maximum of 17
mm. In general, adults from
the breeding grounds showed
little or no primary projection,
while first-autumn individuals
showed the longest. The
length of the primary projec-
tion was clearly greatest in
mid-winter, and tended to
decrease in spring (fig. 1), this probably
being associated with the pre-breeding
moult, which includes some or all of the ter-
tials. This observation accords with the
description in The Handbook, but contra-
dicts the statement in BWP.

The presence of a visible primary projec-
tion on Richard’s Pipits is seldom recorded,
even by competent observers, presumably
because of the difficulty of observing this
species at close quarters.The character may,
however, be worthy of further scrutiny, and
could perhaps assist in the separation of this
pipit from related taxa. Further work is nec-
essary to clarify the nature and significance

of a visible primary projection on larger
pipits, but I would urge all observers to
record it wherever possible.
I am grateful to Dr Robert Prys-Jones for allowing
me access to the collections at Tring.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Brian Small has commented as follows: ‘On the basis of a study of 29
individuals observed in the field in Britain, and reference to a large collection of published
photographs, I concluded that less than 40% of Richard’s Pipits show any significant primary
projection in autumn. I also found that it was, in fact, more common for individuals having
adult-like median coverts (i.e. either adults, or first-autumn birds which had moulted very
early) to show this feature. On one bird it was possible to see two primary tips, extending 2-3
mm beyond the tip of the longest tertial, but on the majority the projection was only slight. Of
ten Richard’s Pipits seen well at Beidaihe, China, in spring 2001, one showed a small primary
projection of two closely spaced primary tips, suggesting that primary projection might also
reflect individual, as well as seasonal, variation.

‘It may indeed be true that Richard’s Pipits tend to show a slightly greater primary projec-
tion later in the winter, but, in practice, this is likely to be of little value as an identification
feature of autumn migrants. Furthermore, from my own studies of skins and in the field, I
suspect that Blyth’s Pipits A. godlewskii may show similar individual variation in relative
primary projection.

‘Notwithstanding these comments, the fact that Richard’s Pipits may have a primary projec-
tion is interesting in its own right and is not widely known, and it may well be worthy of
further research and discussion. It would be particularly interesting to know whether the vari-
ability observed can be related to racial variation.’

Fig. 1. Mean primary projection of Richard’s Pipit Anthus
novaeseelandiae at different times of year. Data are from 45 skins 
of the race richardi, measured at BMNH,Tring.
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During 2000 and 2001, at least three red-
starts Phoenicurus recorded in Finland have
proved difficult to identify, and may, in fact,
have been hybrids between Black Redstart P.
ochruros and Common Redstart P. phoeni-
curus. Superficially at least, two of these
closely resembled Black Redstart of the
eastern subspecies phoenicuroides, which
breeds in Central Asia and winters south to
Arabia.

In September 2000, Risto Saranto found a
strange-looking redstart at Porvoo, east of

Helsinki. On 23rd April 2001, the same indi-
vidual or a closely similar one returned to
the area, and was observed singing.This red-
start, a male, was trapped, measured and pho-
tographed on 25th April (plates 311 & 312;
table 1), when a sound-recording was also
made. It was aged as an adult (i.e. older than
second-calendar-year), because the greater
coverts all had greyish, rather than brownish,
fringes and were uniformly worn. The red-
start remained in the area until at least late
June, and continued to sing. It frequented the

centre of the old town, an area
densely populated with low,
wooden houses.The surroundings
were, therefore, more typical of

Apparent hybrid redstarts in Finland resembling 
Black Redstart of eastern subspecies phoenicuroides

311 & 312. Redstart Phoenicurus,
Porvoo, Finland,April 2001.
Although the pattern 
of the underparts and the colour
of the upperparts resemble those
of Black Redstart P. ochruros of
the eastern race phoenicuroides,
the whitish edges to the tertials
and innermost secondaries,
forming an obvious pale panel 
in the wing, suggest that this may
be a hybrid between Black and
Common Redstarts P. phoenicurus.
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those of Black Redstart, since Common Red-
start is usually a bird of woodland and park-
land habitats in Finland.

The song was very similar to that of Black
Redstart. The initial component of the first
phrase was very short, barely audible, and
almost separate from the second compo-
nent, which was slightly ascending and
louder. The first phrase lasted about one
second, followed by a short pause (varying
from 0.2 to 0.8 seconds), then a rattling
second phrase (lasting about one second),
and finally a phrase similar to the opening
one, but shorter (0.5-0.7 seconds) and of
lower frequency.

During 2nd-11th May 2000, in Jyväskylä,
central Finland, another problem redstart
occurred. This was also sound-recorded,
trapped and ringed. It proved to be a second-
calendar-year male, and, as the Porvoo bird, it
had a wing formula which resembled that of
Black Redstart, with P6 emarginated and P2
equal to P7 (primaries numbered ascen-
dently, with shortest outermost
being P1), and a wing length of
82 mm. Although it was superfi-
cially very similar to the Porvoo
redstart, the black area on the
breast was not so uniform (some
of the feathers showed grey
fringes), there were grey fringes
on some of the orange belly
feathers as well, and the whitish
area on the belly was more
extensive. Some brownish areas
were present on the upperparts,
as on a second-calendar-year
Common Redstart. There was
also much less orange on the
underwing-coverts, where only
the greater coverts were pri-
marily of this colour. Only a
weak whitish panel was present
on the closed wing, as would be
expected for a second-calendar-
year redstart, of any taxon. The
song was extremely similar to
the song of the Porvoo indi-
vidual and, therefore, to that of a
typical Black Redstart.

Finally, in the spring and
summer of 2001, a singing red-
start in Tampere, south-central
Finland, was initially identified as

a second-calendar-year male Black Redstart.
It was paired with a typical female Common
Redstart. When the two began feeding
young, they became easier to see. Observers
noticed that the male looked a little odd
(plate 313). Unlike the two individuals
described above, it was very similar to a
second-calendar-year male Black Redstart of
the ‘paradoxus’ morph, with greyish tips on
the blackish feathers of the throat and breast
and with worn, brownish wings lacking a
white panel (see Svensson 1992; Nicolai et
al. 1996), but the underparts were surpris-
ingly pale and were reddish-toned. This
colour, although not easy to see in the field,
was sufficiently distinct to create suspicion
about the bird’s parentage. This male’s song
and calls were very much like those of a
Black Redstart. Some observers, however, felt
that its ‘jizz’ was more like that of Common
Redstart than that of Black Redstart.

The redstarts seen at Porvoo and
Jyväskylä closely resemble the subspecies
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313. Redstart Phoenicurus,Tampere, Finland, summer 2001.The
underparts of this individual seem too pale for Black Redstart 
P. ochruros, while the slight but perceptible reddish tone also 
does not fit that species. Considered possibly a hybrid between
Black and Common Redstarts P. phoenicurus.
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phoenicuroides of the Black Redstart. The
extensive orange-red of the underparts, and
the sharp division between that colour and
the black of the throat and upper breast, are
almost identical to the pattern found in that
subspecies, while the colour of the upper-
parts is also quite similar to that of phoeni-
curoides. The Porvoo individual, however,
had a distinct white wing-patch and is con-
sidered most likely, therefore, to have been a
hybrid between Black Redstart and Common
Redstart. Typically, phoenicuroides should
have, at most, an indistinct white wing-patch
(as a fresh adult male). The extensive pale
patch on the belly and vent may also indicate
hybrid parentage. The wing formula of this
bird fits that of Black Redstart (table 1),
although P3 is longer than typically found on
the latter (and is more similar in length to
that of Common Redstart; see Nicolai et al.
1996).

It is more difficult to exclude phoeni-
curoides in the case of the Jyväskylä redstart,
but here, too, a hybrid solution is perhaps
more likely.

Black Redstart is a rare breeder in Finland,
whereas Common Redstart is widespread in
the country. The conditions for occasional

hybridisation seem, therefore, to be
favourable and, indeed, there are several doc-
umented cases of such hybrids in Finland
(e.g. Ukkonen 1992), as well as in other
countries. For example, Andersson (1988)
lists four almost certain cases in Sweden.

In the past, there has been some confu-
sion over the identification of hybrids, and
their separation from phoenicuroides, and
there was formerly a school of thought that
hybrids cannot show a clear-cut division
between black and orange on the breast. For
example, Olsson (1994) described one
apparent hybrid which was initially accepted
by the Swedish rarities committee as
belonging to one of the eastern subspecies
of Black Redstart. Nicolai et al. (1996), in dis-
cussing the identification of hybrids,
described several individuals, even some arti-
ficially bred hybrids, which were very similar
to the Porvoo and Jyväskylä redstarts. They
concluded that the identification of phoeni-
curoides in Western Europe may be impos-
sible, at least in some cases. Of course, not all
male hybrids resemble phoenicuroides;
Andersson (1988) described one which
appeared quite similar to the form ‘para-
doxus’ of Black Redstart, but with a white

Table 1. Biometrics (in mm) of redstart Phoenicurus at Porvoo, Finland,April 2001, compared with those
of adult male Black Redstart P.ochruros of races gibraltariensis and phoenicuroides and Common 
Redstart P.phoenicurus of nominate race.
Measurements of Porvoo individual by Hannu Jännes; data on wing, bill, tarsus and primary-emargination
lengths of gibraltariensis from Nicolai et al. (1996); all other measurements from Cramp (1988).

Porvoo P.o. P. o. P. p.
individual gibraltariensis phoenicuroides phoenicurus

Wing length 89.0 79-90 80-85 77-84
Bill length to skull 15.6 13.6-17.0 14.2-16.6 13.6-15.9
Tarsus length 21.4 22.2-24.6 22.9-25.0 20.5-23.2
P1 (mm > primary coverts) 5 4-11  2-8
P2 (mm < wing-point) 8 8-13  5-10
P3 (mm < wing-point) 0 0-2.5  0-1
P4 (mm < wing-point) 0 0  0-1
P5 (mm < wing-point) 1 0-1  1-3
P6 (mm < wing-point) 5.5 2-4  5-10
P7 (mm < wing-point) 11 8-12  10-14
P8 (mm < wing-point) 14 11-16
P9 (mm < wing-point) 17
P10 (mm < wing-point) 20 16-21 13-20 17-22
Secondaries 23
Length of primary emarginations:
P3 32.5 32 (mean)  Present  
P4 24 25 (mean)  Present  
P5 19 21 (mean)  Present  
P6 12 16 (mean)  Absent 
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forehead patch, which is interesting in the
light of the Tampere individual described
above.

It is perhaps remarkable that the songs of
the three individuals described here resem-
bled that of Black Redstart. Some observers,
of both the Porvoo and the Jyväskylä birds,
claimed to have heard some strange ele-
ments in the songs, mentioning in particular
that they were more melodious than a
typical Black Redstart song. Taking into
account the great variation in the latter’s
songs, the recorded vocalisations of these
three Finnish redstarts are, however, perhaps
inseparable from those of that species. It
should be noted that hybrid redstarts may
also sing quite differently from both parent
species (Andersson 1988).

In summary, I would urge any observers
in Western Europe who encounter a redstart
resembling Black Redstart of the race
phoenicuroides to endeavour to obtain
sound-recordings and measurements of the
individual. Clearly, we still have much to
learn about the true status of phoeni-
curoides in Western Europe, and about the

variability of hybrids between Black Redstart
and Common Redstart.
Details of the Porvoo redstart appeared on the
Internet, and I thank all those who commented.
Special thanks are due to Risto Saranto for locating
that individual, and to Hannu Jännes and Visa
Rauste for helping me to trap it. I am grateful also
to Tero Linjama, Hannu Tammelin and Tero
Toivanen (the observers of the Jyväskylä indi-
vidual), and to Markku Kangasniemi, Pekka Komi
and Lauri Mustalahti (observers of the Tampere
individual); to Eelis Rissanen for help with refer-
ences; and to Annika Forsten for assistance with
the manuscript.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Tony Marr, Chairman of the British Ornithologists’ Union Records
Committee, has commented: ‘A review of all the British records of “eastern” Black Redstarts
(covering the races ochruros, phoenicuroides and semirufus) has recently taken place, and
has concluded that it is impossible to eliminate the possibility that past claims of these forms
have referred to hybrids between Black Redstart and Common Redstart.This group will, there-
fore, be removed from the British List, and a note to this effect is currently in preparation for
publication in Ibis.’

EDITORIAL COMMENT This behaviour may not, in fact, be atypical, but it appears to be poorly
documented. Similar behaviour by a Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris in Surrey was
reported in an earlier note (Brit. Birds 79: 43).

Antero Lindholm
Hämeentie 156 D 19, 00560 Helsinki, Finland

Gordon Gale
Hindhead Chase, Crossways Road, Grayshott, Surrey GU26 6HF

On 7th June 1998, my wife and I were bird-
watching near the Ramsey ferry terminal at
St Justinians, Pembrokeshire. A Wren
Troglodytes troglodytes flew overhead, car-
rying a faecal sac, and perched on a lighting

cable running to a nearby hut.Very gently, it
stuck the sac to the top of the cable and,
after singing, flew away. Upon closer exami-
nation, the cable was found to hold five or
six further sacs.

Wren attaching faecal sacs to cable


	Notes
	Identification of female Ferruginous Duck hybrids
	Primary projection of Richard’s Pipits
	Apparent hybrid redstarts in Finland resembling Black Redstart of eastern subspecies phoenicuroides
	Wren attaching faecal sacs to cable


