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Which subspecies of Shag occurs in Galicia?
nominate aristotelis in the literature, with a
minority appearing as pale as desmarestii. Most,
if not all, juveniles had pale legs and feet, either
flesh-coloured or distinctly yellow-tinged, while
a minority of adults showed yellowish feet with
dark webs, and all adults had a mostly yellow
bill with only the culmen and tip dark (which
BWP cites as characteristic of desmarestii).
These Galician Shags were thus quite different
from typical aristotelis, and we pondered their
taxonomic affinities, particularly with regard to
the poorly known Moroccan form riggenbachi
(first described by Hartert in 1923).
Alberto Velando (pers. comm.) provided us
with the measurements of 28 individuals (11
males, 17 females) from five breeding localities
in Galicia (table 1). These birds do not differ
markedly from aristotelis from northern Europe
in terms of wing length, but show a markedly
larger bill, even compared with Shags from
Scotland and Norway (which in turn tend to
show larger bills than birds from southern
England – up to 63 mm long and 12.5 mm
deep; BWP). The biometrics of Galician Shags
do not fit riggenbachi, however, since this form
is said to combine the body size of desmarestii
and the bill dimensions of aristotelis (and thus
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Juvenile Shags Phalacrocorax aristotelis with
whitish underparts and pale legs, characteristics
typically attributed to the Mediterranean subspecies P. a. desmarestii, may occur within the
range of nominate aristotelis (BWP). Such pale
individuals are extremely rare in Britain,
however, and account for only a small proportion of the Shags breeding in Brittany, western
France (Brown 2004; pers. obs.).
In October 2004, we visited western Galicia,
northwest Spain, close to the Parque Nacional
Islas Atlántica, where c. 2,000 pairs of Shags
breed (Velando et al. 1999; Alvarez et al. 2003;
Velando & Alvarez 2004). By boat, we
approached tens of juvenile Shags at close range
while they were resting on rocks; most of these
birds were extremely pale-looking. Although
much individual variation was apparent, all
showed at least a pale collar on the upper
breast, a pale vertical central breast-band and a
pale belly. The darkest birds were probably
within the normal range of variation found in
British Shags. Most, however, were much paler
and, although many had retained brownwashed flanks, some showed entirely off-white
underparts. These juveniles were thus far paler
than is mentioned in a typical description of

209 & 210. Adult and juvenile Shags Phalacrocorax aristotelis, off Galicia, Spain, October 2004 (see text).
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Table 1. Wing length, bill length and bill depth of Shags Phalacrocorax aristotelis. For nominate aristotelis,
wing length combines data from Britain, Brittany and The Netherlands; bill measurements are from southwest
England and Brittany. Data for aristotelis and desmarestii are from BWP, for Galician birds from Alberto Velando
(see text). Figures show mean (range, sample size); all data in mm.

Wing length (male)
Wing length (female)
Bill length (male)
Bill length (female)
Bill depth (male)
Bill depth (female)

aristotelis (northern Europe)
271 (261-278, 12)
258 (251-269, 11)
55.7 (53-58, 6)
56.2 (55-58, 5)
10.5 (10.2-11.0, 5)
9.2 (8.3-10.4, 14)

should have a much shorter wing and a far less
stout bill than Galician birds).
The peculiarities of these Galician Shags
suggest that they might deserve a taxonomic
reappraisal, since both their biometrics and
their coloration appear to depart significantly
from those of described forms. We suggest that
this species’ variability is worth a detailed study
throughout its range, since a better understanding of phenotypic variation, particularly
in adult birds, is surely a prerequisite for modifying subspecies boundaries.
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Galicia
273.5 (262-280, 11)
260 (252-275, 17)
65.3 (62.2-72.1, 11)
63.9 (60.5-70.1, 17)
16.5 (15.2-17.7, 10)
14.4 (12.8-16.1, 16)

desmarestii
258 (243-271, 12)
249 (240-265, 11)
60.9 (58-65, 6)
63.2 (61-65, 5)
10 (9.7-10.6, 5)
8.7 (8.2-9.3, 5)

from breeding sites in Galicia and helped with our literature search.
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Ageing and sexing Short-toed Eagles
It has long been recognised that Short-toed
Eagles Circaetus gallicus show considerable individual plumage variation. Most breeding adults
show a dark brown head and upper breast, but a
minority of birds in Europe appear distinctly
paler, and have been variably described as
‘white’, ‘pale’ and ‘intermediate’ types. Currently,
no parameters exist by which individual birds
can be assigned to a particular type (or colour
phase or morph). Three of the most frequently
observed plumage types of ‘pale’ Short-toed
Eagle are described as follows:
• Mantle ashy-grey, with white throat, breast
and belly. Sparse grey-brown spotting on the
underwing.
• Mantle pale grey, with white head, throat
and breast. Completely white underwing.
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•

Mantle brown, with white throat, breast and
belly. Sparse brown spotting on the underwing.
Factors such as distance, weather and light
conditions, and background colour combine to
affect observers’ perception of plumage patterns
and colours in the field. So that terms such as
‘pale phase’ or ‘dark morph’ can be quantified, it
is essential that parameters are established by
which individuals can be assigned clearly to one
particular plumage class, and are not subject to
the vagaries of individual perception.
Several authors have attempted to clarify and
quantify the extent of this variability, but all
have done so without demonstrating that their
conclusions are based upon specific observations. For example, Martorelli (1895) described
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Short-toed Eagle plumages and noted that
males were paler; Boudoint et al. (1953) stated
that pale coloration is typical of very old individuals; while Porter et al. (1976) speculated
that pale individuals may be immatures, but
added that there were no data available (at that
time) to confirm this. Cattaneo & Petretti
(1992) suggested that these paler birds might
originate from eastern populations, while
Cramp & Simmons (1980) stated: ‘sexes similar,
no seasonal variation, juveniles apparently
unidentifiable in the field, plumage variation
poorly understood but probably age-related’.
More recently, following studies on populations
in northwest Italy, Cattaneo (2001) and
Campora (2002) established that the various
colour phases are, in fact, distinct plumages
related directly to age as well as to the sex of the
birds. These conclusions are supported by the
use of photographs and reference to museum
specimens.

Study area and methods
Short-toed Eagles were studied at breeding sites
in the western Alps and the Apennines, two distinct and widely separated regions of Italy
which differ in their climate, altitude and
habitat types. In total, 38 breeding pairs of
Short-toed Eagles were studied over a period of
23 years. These observations were supported by
assessment of over 400 photographs of birds
taken at or near nests over a period of several
years, enabling plumage changes in individual
birds to be monitored. In addition, over 80
museum specimens in collections in Genoa,
Turin and Milan were examined, along with
those in the Natural History Museum, Tring
(NHM). This enabled the plumage variation
among age classes to be examined in detail; particular attention was given to establishing the
age of each specimen. Each specimen was photographed to assist comparison of specimens
among collections, while other data (including
measurements, date and location) were also collected.

Observations of pale birds during the
breeding season
In breeding pairs, adult females invariably show
darker and more uniform breast feathering,
while males have paler and more streaked
breasts (Campora 1998, 2002). However, the
proportion of pale individuals (as described
above) in the breeding population is extremely
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low (Cattaneo 1998, 2001). In France, M.
Belaud (in litt.) found no pale birds among
breeding pairs in Provence, while Joubert
(2001) found only one such individual among
13 pairs in the Upper Loire region (over an
unspecified time period). In northwest Italy,
only two such pale birds, plus one further case
involving a probable breeding pair, were
recorded in over 150 broods studied. It should
also be stressed that the few observations of
pale individuals within breeding pairs were
always limited to a single year; in all cases, both
parents at the same nest-site showed typical coloration in the following year.
In Italy, records of Short-toed Eagles
showing pale breast feathering generally relate
to unpaired or wandering individuals
(Campora 1998; Cattaneo 1998, pers. obs.).
These paler individuals tend to appear later in
the season, typically in April and May, and
never in March, when established breeding
pairs return to nesting territories (Campora
unpubl.). This is further confirmed by observations at spring migration watchpoints, where
pale individuals are generally observed after
mid April only (Baghino pers. comm.; Toffoli
pers. comm.). Spring migration in mainland
Italy has received little attention, and the only
regular watchpoint is at Arenzano, in the Ligurian Apennines, near Genoa. Unfortunately,
the plumage patterns of migrating Short-toed
Eagles are only occasionally recorded here.
Baghino (pers. comm.) reported that, in April
and May at Arenzano (when breeding pairs
have already settled into their territories), there
is a noticeable migration of ‘very pale’ Shorttoed Eagles, with 40 of 65 birds observed there
on 11th April 2003, 2 of 2 on 5th May 1993, and
6 of 7 on 25th April 1992 classed as this
plumage-type.
Supporting evidence that reinforces the view
that the palest birds are immature comes from
personal observations of numerous breeding
pairs in Italy, many of which we have photographed, over several years. Some of these
individuals used the same perches over a period
of years, suggesting that they were the same
returning birds. Photographs of these individuals reveal a gradual but continuous change in
plumage, progressively darkening over the
years. Furthermore, a captive individual at a
raptor recovery centre showed a rufous throat
and breast, with white longitudinal streaks in
1999; by 2002, following a series of moults, this
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Pale birds in the wintering areas
Not all immatures return to Europe in spring,
with some remaining in their wintering areas
throughout the year; others do return but later
than adults. Examination of museum specimens revealed that the proportion of pale individuals increases in Africa (fig. 1), reinforcing
the view that immatures have paler underparts.
In fact, the palest individuals among the specimens examined were the only birds collected in
Africa in March and April, when breeding pairs
have already reached breeding territories in
Europe and Asia. Many of these specimens
retained rufous juvenile breast feathers, confirming their age as second-calendar-year birds.

77

colour rank

same individual exhibited typical female
plumage (MC pers. obs.). Although these observations cannot be considered as absolute proof
that plumage darkness is age-related, they
support the view that pale birds are in immature plumage.

1

Europe

Africa

Fig. 1. Ranking of underpart colour (1 = palest,
77 = darkest) of 77 Short-toed Eagles Circaetus
gallicus collected in Europe and Africa, and housed in
the Genoa Museum and the NHM,Tring.The average
ranking of European specimens is 47.2; that of African
specimens is 33.8.This difference is statistically
significant (Mann-Witney U-Test, P = 0.01).

211. Juvenile Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
Natural History Museum of Genoa.At this age,
the head and breast are uniform reddish-brown
in both sexes.

212. Third- or fourth-calendar-year Short-toed
Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Natural History Museum of
Genoa.At this age, the uniform reddish-brown head
and breast of juvenile plumage is replaced by paler
feathering with dark shaft-streaks.The sexes remain
inseparable at this age.
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Plumage variation due to the effects of moult
In juvenile plumage, all Short-toed Eagles are
broadly similar, with a well-defined, uniform
reddish-brown head and breast, and spots on

the underparts and underwings that usually, but
not always, appear paler and less well-defined
than those of adults (plate 211). These birds can
closely resemble some adults, and may be separable only at close range, and often only when
seen directly alongside.
By their third or, in some cases, fourth
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215. Adult male Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
Natural History Museum of Genoa. In this plumage,
acquired in the eighth or ninth calendar-year, the
head is distinctly brown and the breast is heavily
streaked. Confusion with younger females is possible.

216. Adult female Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
Natural History Museum of Genoa.As with males,
this plumage is attained in the eighth or ninthcalendar-year, but only adult females appear as dark
and uniform on the head and breast as this individual.

Massimo Campora

214. Female Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
between four and six calendar-years of age, Natural
History Museum of Genoa.The female appears noticeably darker than males of the same age, but the heavily
blotched and streaked breast separate it from adult females.

Massimo Campora

213. Male Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
between four and six calendar-years of age, Natural
History Museum of Genoa. Brown streaks appear on
the paler head and breast, but are generally less
extensive than those of females of a similar age.

British Birds 98 • July 2005 • 369-380

373

Notes
calendar-year, Short-toed Eagles acquire a paler
plumage in which the juvenile head, breast and
upper mantle plumage is replaced with wholly
pale feathering with darker shafts (plate 212).
Although the dynamics and frequency of
moults in juveniles and adults are still unclear
(Cramp & Simmons 1980; Forsman 1999),
immature Short-toed Eagles gradually acquire
the darker head and streaked breast typical of
older birds through subsequent moults in their
fourth to sixth calendar-years. At this age,
although the darker head and streaked breast
become increasingly apparent in both sexes, on
the female these are darker and generally better
defined, making separation of the sexes possible
in most instances (plates 213 & 214). Finally, as
birds mature further, the plumage differences
between the sexes become better defined, and
dark colours more saturated, leading to the
‘definitive adult plumage’ (Campora 2002). This
occurs typically in the eighth or ninth calendaryear. Plates 215 & 216 illustrate the extent of
sexual dimorphism which Short-toed Eagles
can exhibit in adult plumage.
In Europe, moult commences shortly after
arrival from the wintering quarters, as demonstrated by the abundant feathers found beneath
nests, and continues until September (Zebe
1935, 1936; Campora 1998; pers. obs.). Examination of specimens collected during the
summer months confirmed that all birds had
been in active moult. Birds collected during
spring migration were not in active moult, but
many showed signs of suspended or arrested
primary moult, with new feathers, usually
reaching to between P4 and P6 (measured
descendantly), contrasting with retained old,
worn primaries.

Conclusions
Brown & Amadon (1968) were correct to
assume that all Short-toed Eagles undergo a
series of moults which lead eventually to full
adult plumage. It has now been established that
Short-toed Eagles go through a transitional or
‘white phase’, in their third or possibly fourth
calendar-year, when the sexes are inseparable in
the field. Subsequently, as birds gradually
acquire a darker coloration between their
fourth and sixth calendar-year, sexual dimorphism becomes more evident: males tend to
remain rather pale, especially on the throat and
breast, while females acquire their characteristic
brown breast.
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During this transitional phase, Short-toed
Eagles are still considered to be immature and
incapable of breeding. Occasionally, for
example upon the death of one member of a
breeding pair, these paler individuals (which do
not hold territories and have probably not yet
reached sexual maturity) can take the unoccupied place (Campora pers. obs.). Such individuals occur more frequently in northern Italy,
where immatures are expanding and establishing territories beyond the traditional range,
and where a significant increase in Short-toed
Eagle numbers is occurring. In France, following range expansion in the 1970s, the population is now considered stable, and pale
individuals are observed less frequently.
In summary, our studies have established
that the various plumage types of Short-toed
Eagle are directly related to age, with the palest
being immature birds in their third and fourth
calendar-years. Many birds of this age remain in
wintering areas during the northern breeding
season, which accounts for their relative scarcity
in Europe.
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217. Juvenile Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Ligurian Apennines, Italy, July 1995.This individual is about to
fledge and shows typical reddish-brown plumage.

218. Female Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Ligurian Apennines, Italy, July 2001.This bird, probably over
eight years old, was photographed bringing a viper Vipera aspis to the young (which shows similar plumage
to the adult female).
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218. Pale, unmated immature Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Ligurian Apennines, Italy, July 2002.

Massimo Campora

220. Short-toed Eagles Circaetus gallicus, Ligurian Apennines, Italy,August 2003.This adult male (right), probably
over seven years old, is shown bringing prey to a fledged youngster.

221. Juvenile Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Ligurian Apennines, Italy,August 2003, showing heavy markings
on the underwings.
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Mallard diving for fish
One day in November 2003, while I was birdwatching at the Bittern watchpoint, Cheshunt
gravel-pits, Essex, a birder informed me that he
had been watching a male Mallard Anas
platyrhynchos diving and catching fish. I greeted
this information with cautious scepticism. On
25th November, however, at the same site, I saw
a male Mallard doing just that. It made as if to
up-end in the usual way (within 1 m of the
bank) but, in a fluid movement, continued to
immerse. As it did so, it opened its wings in the
manner of an auk and ‘oared’ itself to a depth of
at least 30 cm. It resurfaced within three
seconds. From five consecutive dives (separated
by short gaps of ten seconds or less) it caught
three silver fish (probably Roach Rutilus rutilus),
each about 40 mm long, which it swallowed
quickly and with minimal manipulation. The
bird then bathed and preened. Several other

species were also preying on the fish shoal,
including Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis,
Common Coot Fulica atra and Black-headed
Gull Larus ridibundus, but no other Mallards
joined in and it seems that only this one individual had learnt to catch fish in this way.
On 19th December 2003, three Mallards (one
male and two females) were fishing in a similar
manner, close to the bank, along with seven
Tufted Ducks Aythya fuligula and a Great
Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus. Moments
earlier, three Great Cormorants Phalacrocorax
carbo had been fishing in the channel and had
evidently herded a shoal of fish into the bankside vegetation. The male Mallard at least was
successful, catching two fish. John Barber
described 16 Mallards diving for small fish at
Chew Valley Lake, Avon (Brit. Birds 70: 164), but
it seems that this is still an unusual behaviour.

Alan Harris
60 East Park, Harlow, Essex CM17 0SE

Piratical feeding and unusual diet of Grey Herons
In February 2004, a newly created shallow pool
at Long Drove, Cottenham, Cambridgeshire,
was attracting many gulls from an adjacent
landfill to bathe and roost. Occasionally, odd
food items ended up in the pool, either inadvertently by way of aerial food-fights or brought in
by gulls to be washed before consumption.
Although the pool was understandably attractive to gulls and Carrion Crows Corvus corone, it
was surprising to me that it attracted the attention of Grey Herons Ardea cinerea too.
My first observation was of an immature
Grey Heron which moved quickly to secure an
item of food being contested by two Carrion
Crows Corvus corone. It almost sprinted towards
the corvids, some 10 m away, with both wings
spread, neck outstretched and crown feathers
raised; such was the speed and aggression of the
attack that both corvids immediately beat a
hasty retreat and the heron devoured the item,
which looked like part of a Sunday roast.
On subsequent visits, (what was presumably)

the same heron was present and each time it
repeated this behaviour, although not always successfully. Not surprisingly, no other species challenged the heron once it had possession of the
food, which included a chunk of bread on one
occasion. This individual had clearly resorted to
a piratical approach to obtaining food, even to
the extent of making short, fairly agile pursuit
flights. These chases were triggered by gulls
already involved in aerial squabbles; the Heron’s
intervention was never particularly persistent,
and it was reluctant to gain much height, but it
was successful on at least one occasion, forcing a
Common Gull Larus canus to drop its catch.
Two adult Grey Herons were often also present
at the pool, and during my early visits did not
engage in this behaviour. On 1st March, however,
both adults as well as the immature all actively
pursued this method of obtaining food. Particularly of note is my observation of an adult making
a 25-m dash on foot across dry ground to obtain
food from a group of five Carrion Crows.

Steve Cooper
24 Palmer’s Way, Melbourn, Cambridgeshire SG8 6JE
EDITORIAL COMMENT Although food piracy in Grey Herons is well recorded (e.g. Brit. Birds 84: 5859; 85: 238), the repeated nature of the behaviour described here, and the fact that a wide range of
scraps was taken, makes this series of observations worthy of note.
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Osprey migrating with fish
In late March 2003, a friend and I were
enjoying raptor passage in southern Spain, in
the area between Gibraltar and Los Barrios, a
few miles to the north. By midday, large parties
of Black Kites Milvus migrans were taking full
advantage of the thermals along the hillsides,
accompanied by several other raptor species in
small numbers. A group of 50 or so Black Kites
drew our particular attention, however, as a
bird in their midst was a curious shape; it
proved to be an Osprey Pandion haliaetus fully
laden with a fish which we estimated to be

around 2 kg in weight.
The flock of raptors thermalled upwards
from about 150 m to 1,000 m, before rapidly
moving northwards, the Osprey apparently
unhindered by its piscine burden. After consulting a map, it was clear that there were no
nearby freshwater bodies in the area, and it
seemed likely that the bird had thus crossed the
Straits of Gibraltar with the fish in its talons.
Blincow (Brit. Birds 87: 335) described an
Osprey apparently setting off on migration with
a partly eaten trout Salmo in its talons.

Tim Sykes
Isle of Noss, Bressay

Feeding habits of the Syrian Woodpecker
On 29th June 2003, in Radostów, Zamosc
province, Poland, we observed two Syrian
Woodpeckers Dendrocopos syriacus feeding
young (c. 20 days old); the nest hole was in a
Walnut Juglans regia tree in an old orchard.
Near the nest tree was a dilapidated barn, and
on this date we saw the male enter the barn
through a hole in the wall to collect (mainly)
spiders (Araneae). We were able to observe it
within the building, and this seems to be the
first record of the species actively feeding within
a building (e.g. BWP, Glutz von Blotzheim &
Bauer 1980, Winkler et al. 1995).
On 24th November 2003, in an orchard in
Zerniki, Zamosc province, JM saw a male Syrian
Woodpecker remove a larch Larix cone and fly

to a nearby pear Pyrus tree, wedge the cone into
an ‘anvil’ (a crevice in the branch) and feed on
the seeds for at least one minute. Shortly afterwards, the woodpecker flew back to the larch,
and this time appeared to be feeding on the
trunk. There appears to be no previous record
in the literature of Syrian Woodpecker feeding
on larch cones.
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Mimicry by Blackbirds
Dr H. Glyn Young’s letter recording mimicry of
the calls of four exotic birds in the song of a
male Blackbird Turdus merula, and your editorial comment thereon (Brit. Birds 97: 250),
prompts us to record further mimicry and
make further comment. For 11 years, from
summer 1980, HMRK frequently used a disyllabic fluting whistle to call our dog. In 1987 or
1988, we were intrigued to hear this whistle
incorporated as a loud medial phrase in the
song of the resident male Blackbird, who regu378

larly sang from a nearby tree. Following the
death of the dog in autumn 1991, the whistle
was no longer used, but continued to be
included in the song of the Blackbird for the
next two years.
A couple of years later, the resident Blackbird, singing from the same tree, incorporated
as a loud medial phrase a distinctive trisyllabic
whistle used constantly by a local family of children to hail one another. The song containing
this phrase was then heard for four or five conBritish Birds 98 • July 2005 • 369-380
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secutive years. In 2003, still using the same tree
as a songpost, the Blackbird incorporated the
sound of an electronic burglar alarm as the final
phrase of his song. This was so loud and realistic that, initially, we did not realise that the
sound was coming from a bird. The song containing the loud alarm phrase continued in
2004. The source from which the bird copied
the notes is a nearby alarm, frequently triggered
accidentally.
Thompson (1849) recorded the mimicry, by
wild Blackbirds, of the crowing of a cock
Domestic Fowl Gallus gallus and Thorburn
(1925) that of the notes of a captive ‘Australian
Piping Crow’, while Watters (1853) recorded the
ability of captive Blackbirds to learn the ‘first
notes of tunes’. Your editorial comment that

such mimicry ‘is typically delivered “sotto voce
and passes unnoticed” (BWP)’ is somewhat
misleading as what BWP actually states is that
‘Much mimicry is delivered sotto voce and
passes unnoticed, but human whistles often
sung loudly in initial or medial figures…’. Our
experience of the songs of at least three generations of our local Blackbirds agrees with BWP
and is contrary to your above-mentioned
editorial comment.
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Foot and leg colour of Goldcrest
In November 2004, while watching two Goldcrests Regulus regulus feeding close outside my
kitchen window, I noticed that the feet were
conspicuously different in colour from the tarsi.
The latter were dull brown, whereas the feet and
the very lowest part of the tarsi were quite a
bright yellowy-brown. The effect was reminiscent of the legs and feet of Little Egret Egretta
garzetta, though the yellow was not as bright. I
asked Moss Taylor to examine the feet of the
Goldcrests that he was trapping in his garden in
nearby Sheringham, and he confirmed my
observation, adding that the soles of the feet
were bright yellow.
This feature is poorly described in the literature. For example, Yarrell (1856) described the
legs, toes and claws as brown, while both The

Handbook and BWP give the leg and foot colour
as brown, or brown to grey-brown; although
Glutz von Blotzheim (1991) stated ‘foot dull
yellow to horn coloured’. Forbush (1929)
described and illustrated the feature accurately
for the closely related Ruby- R. calendula and
Golden-crowned Kinglets R. satrapa, while
BWP states, incorrectly, that the leg and foot
colour of the former is dark brown.
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Martin Woodcock
Furlongs, Long Lane, Wiveton, Norfolk NR25 7DD
EDITORIAL COMMENT Bob McGowan kindly checked specimens in the National Museums of Scotland, and reports that the feet on Goldcrest specimens do not look yellow at all, but rather appear ‘dull
horn’. Perhaps the discrepancy which Martin Woodcock highlights has arisen from the use of skins to
compile detailed descriptions of soft-part coloration for use in handbooks, as the colours of these
areas are subject to post-mortem fading.
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Eurasian Nuthatch flycatching
On 16th May 2002, at Tideswell Dale, Derbyshire, I noticed a Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta
europaea about 10 m above the ground in an
Ash Fraxinus excelsior tree which was in bud but
not yet in leaf. The Nuthatch was taking small
blackish insects by making flycatcher-like sallies
of up to several metres into the open sunlit
areas of the upper branches. At times it hopped
through the branches to a different part of the
canopy. I did not see it hover and it did not seek
any food on the trunk or branches of the tree.
Ward (Brit. Birds 75: 537) observed a
Eurasian Nuthatch hovering, while BWP men-

tions the taking of winged prey in the air (presumably in continental Europe). Harrap &
Quinn (Tits, Nuthatches & Treecreepers,
Christopher Helm, 1996) state ‘May flycatch,
and able to hover.’
Local entomologists suggested that the
insects could, at that time of year, be St Mark’s
Fly Bibio marci or a mass emergence of small
black mayflies (Ephemeroptera) from the
nearby river. The behaviour that I observed,
which seems virtually unrecorded in Britain,
appears to have been a prompt reaction to an
abundant food source.

Mike Archer
14 The Elms, Chesterwood Drive, Sheffield S10 5DU

Eurasian Nuthatches foraging on stonework
I read with interest the note concerning a
Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea foraging on
brickwork (Brit. Birds 96: 256). On several occasions during the past 20 years, I have watched
this species on the walls and tower of the chapel
in Clumber Park, Nottinghamshire. The
building is of sandstone and limestone, and
rises to some 55 m. I have not seen any evidence
of hoarding and the birds have clearly been
taking food but, owing to the distance involved,
I have been unable to identify the prey. Brian

Wilde, former head gardener at the site, has
confirmed that this is quite common behaviour
here, and is particularly associated with sunny
days and sunlit areas of the chapel, where
insects are likely to be most active. In 2001 and
2003, a pair of Eurasian Nuthatches nested in a
hole about 4 m high on the stone wall of the
parish church at Sutton Scarsdale, Derbyshire,
sealing up the lower part of the hole as they
would if it had been in a tree.

R. A. Frost
66 St Lawrence Road, North Wingfield, Chesterfield, Derbyshire S42 5LL

Short-toed Treecreeper foraging on ground
On 29th March 2003, I was birding in mixed
woodland at Sportfeld, near Frankfurt,
Germany, when I observed a Short-toed
Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla fly down to
the base of a mature Beech Fagus sylvatica tree
and then onto the ground. It remained on the
ground for only a few seconds, during which
time it foraged by making three or four short
hops and probing among the leaf litter, clearly

moving aside dead leaves with its bill. It then
flew back to the base of the Beech and proceeded up the trunk, foraging in typical fashion.
Ground-foraging is not documented for this
species by BWP, although it is recorded for
Eurasian Treecreeper C. familiaris, which has
been noted foraging on fallen conifer needles
and roots sticking out of the ground.

Nigel Cleere
The Bird Group, Department of Zoology, The Natural History Museum, Tring, Hertfordshire HP23 6AP
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