
Notes 
Alpine Swift 'playing' with piece of paper At 10.00 
GMT on 20th June 1985, in sunny conditions with little 
wind at Les Baux, France, I watched several Alpine 
Swifts Apus melba with Swifts A. apus feeding 100-200 m up 
in the vicinity of the old village. One of the Alpine Swifts 
darted after what appeared to be a piece of white paper, a 
little larger than the head of a Swift, floating in the air; 
three times in a period of two minutes, it grasped the 
paper in its bill and flew with it for several metres, before 
releasing it and diving to catch it again. I can find no 
reference to 'play' behaviour by the Alpine Swift. 
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This appears to have been nest-collecting behaviour, or perhaps feeding behaviour by a 
bird which was, to judge from its repeating its mistake, 'slow to learn'. EDS 

Behaviour of Swallows with feather At 09.00 GMT on 8th August 1985, 
near Ipswich, Suffolk, I watched a juvenile Swallow Hirundo rustica swoop 
and catch in mid air a white object. It then dropped the object, and 
through binoculars I could see that it was a white feather. A second 
juvenile Swallow swooped and caught the feather, and flew with it for a 
few seconds before releasing it. The feather was then caught by a third 
juvenile. The whole 'game' was repeated in this fashion for about one 
minute, during which time each Swallow caught and released the feather 
about five times. The three finally ignored the feather and flew off 
together. BRIAN G. T H O M P S O N 

42 Dover Road, Ipswich, Suffolk IP3 8JQ 

Rock Pipit breaking snail shell On 18th February 1984, at Horrid Hill, 
River Medway, Kent, I watched a Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus holding what 
seemed to be a small snail in its bill. It bashed the snail against a concrete 
surface, breaking the shell, and ate the flesh. The pipit then promptly flew 
a short distance to the exposed mud of the river, picked up a Hydrobia 
snail, returned to the same hard surface and smashed the snail's shell as 
before. The action recalled that of a Song Thrush Turdus philomelos dealing 
with a larger snail. The pipit was disturbed by walkers and flew from the 
immediate area, so I have no idea if this method of making food available 
was used again. I have not seen this behaviour before or since. 
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Retention of food by Redwings when attacked In winter, Blackbirds 
Turdus merula, Song Thrushes T. philomelos, Mistle Thrushes T. viscivorus and 
Redwings T. iliacus all feed on my garden lawn in Felixstowe, Suffolk. 
From time to time, a bird that has caught a worm is attacked by another 
bird of the same or a different species, which tries to rob it. I have noticed 
that, when the bird attacked is a Blackbird, Song Thrush or Mistle 
Thrush, it invariably flies off and leaves the prey, which the attacker then 
takes or not as the case may be. When the bird attacked is a Redwing, 
however, it immediately flies off with its prey to some other point where it 
can consume its catch. The same applies when a Redwing is pursued and 
subjected to further attacks: the prey is never given up, even after, as on 
one occasion, five consecutive attacks by the same attacker intent on the 
same food item; even in this instance, the Redwing successfully retained 
and eventually ate the food. The first winter when I occupied my present 
house, in 1982/83, this behaviour seemed interesting, especially as I noted 
no variation from the pattern; in subsequent winters, the same behaviour 
has been noticeable and equally interesting and invariable. It may be 
peculiar to the Redwing among the above-mentioned members of the 
thrush family. GEOFFREY WARREN 

42 Clapgate Lane, Ipswich, Suffolk IP3 ORD 

'The Sizewell bunting': a hybrid Pine Bunting X Yellowhammer in 
Suffolk On 21st April 1982, a local birdwatcher found an unusual-
looking bunting in a flock of Yellowhammers Emberiza citrinella at Sizewell, 
Suffolk. He identified it as a Rock Bunting E. cia and, later the same day, 
informed staff at the nearby Minsmere RSPB reserve of his discovery. On 
the following morning, the bird was relocated by TDC, and it was then 
watched by many observers on both 22nd and 23rd April. Despite its 
striking appearance (see plates 142 and 143), its identification was the 
subject of conjecture and some disagreement between those present. 
Opinions were divided, though not equally, between Rock Bunting, Pine 
Bunting E. leucocephahs, aberrant Yellowhammer, and hybrid Pine Bunting 
X Yellowhammer. 

The Rarities Committee received descriptions of'the Sizewell bunting', 
as it had become known, from TDC, Dave Holman and Gerald Jobson, 
none of whom claimed a positive identification. Also received at that time 
were three colour photographs of the bird, taken by Roger Tidman. A pre-
circulation skin examination was carried out at the British Museum 
(Natural History) at Tring by Peter Colston, and no bunting in the 
extensive collection was similar in appearance to the bird in question. The 
record completed its circulation of the Committee in August 1983 and, 
though no firm conclusion was reached, all members dismissed Rock 
Bunting as a possibility and most expressed the opinion that there was a 
very strong Yellowhammer influence. 

Rock Bunting can be eliminated because of a number of the Sizewell 
bird's characters: it was the size of a Yellowhammer; the head, 
particularly the crown, and the upper breast were predominantly white; 
the lateral crown stripes met well above the base of the bill; the loral 
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stripes were too indistinct; there was a chestnut tone to the lores, the 
moustachial stripes and the chin; the chestnut of the breast, flanks and 
rump was too dappled or scaled; the primaries were narrowly edged with 
pale yellow; and the call was indistinguishable from that of Yellowham-
mer. 

Male Pine Bunting may be ruled out by the following features of the 
Sizewell bunting: there was a general lack of chestnut tones to the head 

142 & 143. Pine Bunting Emberiza leucocephalos X Yellowhammer E. citrinella hybrid, Suffolk, 
April 1982 (Roger Txdman) 

[The inclusion of plates 142 & 143 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from ZEISS West Germany] 
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(except to the lores, the moustachial stripes and the chin); the white area 
on the lower 'face' was too large; the white semi-collar was too extensive; 
the throat was white; there was a dark bar across the rear crown; and there 
were pale yellow edges to the primaries. 

Aberrant Yellowhammer is eliminated by several of the Sizewell bird's 
features: the lateral crown stripes met clear of the base of the bill; the 
moustachial stripes were chestnut and very broad; the head pattern was 
very precisely defined; the chin was dark; and there was yellow on the 
primaries of an individual assumed to be yellow-deficient. 

With Rock Bunting, pure Pine Bunting and pure Yellowhammer all 
ruled out, and the characters listed above to eliminate each of the last two 
species being applicable to the other, it is clear that 'the Sizewell bunting' 
was a hybrid Pine Bunting X Yellowhammer. 

Hans Johansen documented the occurrence of such hybrids in western 
Siberia almost 50 years ago (Johansen, 1944, Die Vogelfauna Westsibi-
riens. II. Teil. J. Orn. 92: 67-70). He stated that, although Pine Buntings 
and Yellowhammers occurred separately over the greater part of western 
Siberia, hybrids were numerous throughout the overlap zone. Hundreds 
of examples had been collected in total: from Tomsk in western Siberia, 
from Tarbagatai in Mongolia and, in winter, from Turkestan. The races 
which hybridise are E. kucocephahs leucocephabs and E. citrinella erythrogenys. 

Mike Wilson of the Edward Grey Institute of Field Ornithology, acting 
on behalf of TDC, sent the latter's description and some colour 
photographs to Professor V. E. Flint at the Zoological Museum in 
Moscow and also received a welcome offer of identification assistance 
from Dr Irene Neufeldt at the Zoological Institute in Leningrad. In June 
1984, however, before Mike Wilson could respond to the latter, Professor 
Flint kindly provided the answer. He firmly identified the bird as a hybrid 
Pine Bunting X Yellowhammer, commenting that the identification had 
not posed any problems, since the Zoological Museum in Moscow has a 
whole series of skins of such birds from the Altai Mountains in western 
Mongolia. 

Almost invariably, migrants from the far east that reach Britain do so in 
late autumn. It is, however, interesting to note that, of the 16 accepted 
Pine Bunting records up to the publication of 'Report on rare birds in 
Great Britain in 1988' (Brit. Birds 82: 557), three were first seen during 6th-
19th April. Furthermore, all three were in England, whilst 11 of the others 
were observed in Scotland, all but one in Orkney and Shetland. This 
pattern corresponds well with the time and place of discovery of 'the 
Sizewell bunting'. PETER LANSDOWN and T R E V O R D. C H A R L T O N 

197 Springwood, Llanedeyrn, Cardiff, South Glamorgan CF2 6UG 

Pine Bunting and Yellowhammer are sometimes regarded as conspecific, but, in his List of 
Recent Holarctic Bird Specks (1977), Prof. Dr K. H. Voous wrote: 'Specific separation of E. 
leucocephalos and E. citrinella, following Paynter (Peters 13, 1970: 8), Stresemahn (in 
Stresemann, Portenko & Mauersberger 3, 1971), but not Portenko (1960: 348), is proposed 
for practical reasons, as the well-known hybridization in Siberia seems to have followed upon 
a recent breakdown of the ecological barrier, and as hybridization does not seem to be at 
random (Mauersberger, 1971, J. Ornithol. 1J2: 232-233).' EDS. 
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