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The Fair Isle sandpiper:
a review

Martin Garner

I
n the early 1980s, during research for a pub-
lication about my then local patch (Frod-
sham Marsh, in Cheshire), I began

reviewing records of claimed Western Sand-
pipers Calidris mauri in Cheshire. I managed to
obtain a photograph of a putative Western
Sandpiper from Frodsham, a record which had
never been submitted, and it appeared to show
an adult Sanderling C. alba! With my curiosity
aroused, I looked up the single accepted record
of Western Sandpiper in Cheshire, at Elton Hall
Flash, Sandbach, in September 1975 (Brit. Birds
70: 447). The description of this bird seemed
brief and unconvincing and, following a subse-
quent review by BBRC, this record is no longer
considered acceptable (Brit. Birds 87: 526). I
also saw the ‘Felixstowe stint’ in 1982/83 and
contributed a little to the debate on that indi-
vidual (Brit. Birds 82: 378); like many, I found
stint identification a fascinating, if taxing
subject. At about the same time, Sharrock &
Grant (1982) reprinted Ian Nisbet’s analysis of a
stint present on Fair Isle, Shetland, in late May
and early June 1956. Although originally identi-
fied (when trapped) as Scotland’s first Semi-
palmated Sandpiper C. pusilla, Nisbet
concluded that the bird was a short-billed
Western Sandpiper, and it became the first
record for Britain. After reading this analysis, I
felt that the case for it being Western Sandpiper
was not as clear-cut as would have been
expected for a ‘first’ for Britain. Many features
described appeared anomalous for Western
Sandpiper, and seemed consistent with a bright
Semipalmated Sandpiper C. pusilla.

Many years later, I decided to pursue my
long-held suspicions about the Fair Isle bird,
and obtained a copy of the more thorough,
original description published in The Scottish
Naturalist (Williamson & Alexander 1957),
which convinced me that the bird really was
Scotland’s first Semipalmated Sandpiper. The
authors of Birds of Shetland (Pennington et al.
2004, then in press) agreed with this conclu-
sion, and BBRC was asked to review the record.

History of the record
The saga began when Kenneth Williamson and
H. G. Alexander reported the occurrence of a
Semipalmated Sandpiper on Fair Isle from 28th
May to 3rd June 1956 (Williamson & Alexander
1957). Their account is reproduced here in full:

SEMIPALMATED SANDPIPER AT FAIR ISLE:
A BIRD NEW TO SCOTLAND

Ken Williamson and H. G. Alexander
A small wader, which had been seen but not identified
on the previous day, was located by HGA on the
morning of 29th May 1956 on Midgeo beach at the
south end of Fair Isle. Searching the seaweed through
binoculars, he found it feeding among seven or eight
Dunlins Calidris alpina, five Turnstones Arenaria
interpres and a Purple Sandpiper C. maritima. It was a
pale and greyish-looking bird, smaller than the
Dunlins, at least an inch less in length, and the colour
pattern was not unlike a Sanderling C. alba beginning
to change from winter into summer plumage. For ten
minutes he watched the bird closely at a range of from
15 to 20 yards, and then, believing it must be an
American species, summoned KW by telephone.
Other visitors to the Bird Observatory who joined in
watching it then and on subsequent days were Mr and
Mrs T. V. Smith, Mr and Mrs M. Hartley, Misses H.
Critchley and N. and M. Goom, and Messrs. V. F.
Hancock and G. Stansfield.

The bird had a markedly grey-and-white appear-
ance, and dark or blackish centres on the mantle
feathers gave the plumage of the upperparts a ‘scaly’
pattern which suggested the possibility of a Baird’s
Sandpiper C. bairdii – an opinion with which we were
not entirely satisfied, however, as the bird seemed
much too small. The crown and nape were similar to
the mantle but with the black markings much
reduced in size. A russet patch on the ear-coverts and
similar colouring at the sides of the crown were espe-
cially noticeable features. An indistinct narrow wing-
bar was apparent when the bird flew, and the centre of
the tail was then seen to be blackish, with the outer
feathers pale but not white. The legs appeared to be
blackish-brown even at a distance, but close views
through a telescope showed that they were really a
dark olive-green. They were longer in proportion to
body-size than those of the Dunlin, so that when the
two species stood side by side the smaller bird looked



as tall. The black bill, slightly decurved at the tip, was
slender and rather long for a stint, and just about as
long as the head. HGA once noted an unfamiliar,
musical ‘chirr-rr-rr’ as the bird flew up.

At one point, while KW was watching with a 40x
telescope, the bird gave a useful clue to its identity by
walking over a large, sea-smoothed boulder; for it was
then seen that the toes were partially webbed, indi-
cating either a Western Sandpiper (C. maurii [sic]) or
a Semipalmated Sandpiper (C. pusillus [sic]). In view
of the great difficulty in separating these two closely
allied species in the field, it was felt that the only
chance of securing a satisfactory identification lay in
capturing the bird. So in the afternoon, a Japanese
nylon ‘mist-net’ was set up on the wrack by KW and
GS: the group of waders soon returned and gradually
approached, and when we judged the moment was
right we ‘rushed’ the net and missed everything except
the American bird! Its identification as a Semi-
palmated Sandpiper, the first for Scotland and third
for the British Isles, was confirmed in the laboratory.
There has been one other occurrence in Europe, in
France in 1930.

The specimen was in moult from winter to
summer plumage, and the wing was almost com-
pletely unchanged except for the tertiaries. The pri-
maries and their coverts were dark brown, the outer
webs of the inner primaries having a white mark. The
primary and greater coverts were tipped with white
and formed an indistinct white alar bar. Median and
lesser coverts were greyish-brown. The longest ter-
tiaries were dark brown with some sepia and worn
whitish edges, the new feathers being black edged
with orange-brown and tipped with white. There
were similar new feathers in the scapulars and mantle,
forming a scaly pattern on the back, and the old
scapulars were grey-brown with black mesial streaks.
The rump and uppertail-coverts were blackish with
brownish and greyish tips, and most of these and the
mantle feathers were apparently new. The lores were
greyish-brown, the ear-coverts reddish-brown, and
above these markings ran an indistinct white stripe.
The crown-feathers were blackish-brown edged with
grey, more rufous on the sides of crown and nape.
Chin and throat were white, and also the belly, flanks
and vent, but the breast was mottled with greyish-
brown, most noticeable on the sides. The rectrices
were greyish-brown with the middle pair darker.
There was a pronounced webbing linking the 2nd-3rd
and 3rd-4th toes.

Measurements: wing (chord) 97 mm, tail 40 mm,
bill (from feathers) 19.5 mm, tarsus 23 mm. Weight
26 g. Wing formula: 2nd primary longest, the 3rd to
8th primaries being shorter by 1 mm, 4 mm, 12 mm,
19 mm, 27 mm and 33 mm respectively. Legs dark
olive-green. Some Mallophaga [bird lice] were col-
lected; these have been identified by Miss Theresa
Clay of the British Museum (Natural History) as Car-
duiceps pusillus Carriker 1956 (Family Philopteridae).

The bird stayed for a week, being last seen on 3rd
June. The composition of the wader flock varied from
day to day, and the bird showed a rather loose associa-
tion only with the Dunlins. It may, of course, have
arrived before 28th May, the day on which it was first
seen, but this seems unlikely as the southern beaches
were well watched at that period. It is interesting to
know that an American passerine, the Olive-backed
[Swainson’s] Thrush Catharus ustulatus was found
dead at Blackrock Light, Co. Mayo, on 26th May (R. F.
Ruttledge, pers. comm.), and perhaps both birds were
the victims of an ocean-wide westerly airstream
which had covered the Atlantic on the northern
perimeter of the Azores anticyclone for several days
previously.

We are grateful to R. P. Bagnall-Oakeley for
sending to Fair Isle a splendid set of prints of the
Norfolk bird (Cley, 19th July 1953 – see Brit. Birds
47: 131-132, plates 27-28) and to R. A. Richardson
for a detailed description of it. It was very interesting
to study these documents in relation to our own
notes.

The record was subsequently reviewed by I. C. T.
Nisbet, who came to the conclusion that the
bird was, in fact, a Western Sandpiper. His con-
clusions were published in British Birds (Nisbet
1963), and subsequently appeared in Sharrock
& Grant (1982). Until now, this has remained
the undisputed first record of Western Sand-
piper for Britain and the Western Palearctic.

Review of Williamson and Alexander’s account
It is important to stress that the original
description by Williamson and Alexander is
short but clear and meticulous, with, for
example, the observers describing the exact
dark olive-green colour of the legs. Given their
attention to detail, both in the field and when
the bird was trapped, it is hard to imagine that
obvious plumage features pertinent to either
species were overlooked, or that the observers
failed to describe them. We know that the bird
would not have been ‘in moult to breeding
plumage’ (Nisbet 1963; and as stated in the
finders’ account), but in its full summer
plumage following a partial pre-breeding
moult (although such information, on the
partial pre-breeding moult of Semipalmated
Sandpiper, was then available, in the 1943
edition of Witherby et al.). In the case of
Western Sandpiper, moult is completed by
March (occasionally April), and in the case of
Semipalmated by April (Cramp & Simmons
1983). What is recorded in the description is
presumably the mix of new and old feathers
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198. Semipalmated Sandpiper
Calidris pusilla (upper), 28th May,
Toronto, Canada, and Western

Sandpiper C. mauri (lower),
California, USA, 4th June.There is

little difference in the way that
overall plumage tones would be
described between these two

breeding-plumaged birds, a bright
Semipalmated and typical or

slightly dull Western, collected at
around the same time of year as
the Fair Isle sandpiper occurred.

typically present on both adult and first-
summer stints in breeding plumage, and not
feathers being actively replaced. The following
points summarise why I consider the bird to
have been a Semipalmated rather than a
Western Sandpiper:

1. Upperparts The description of the upper-
parts makes no mention, in the field or in the
hand, of the diagnostic orange or chestnut
bases to the scapulars which should be found
on all breeding-plumaged Westerns at this time
of year. These brightly coloured feather bases

199. Western Sandpiper Calidris
mauri (upper), California, USA, 4th
June; Semipalmated Sandpiper C.

pusilla (centre), 28th May,Toronto,
Canada; and Western Sandpiper

(lower), California, USA, 13th May.
Both Westerns show distinct, rich
orange internal markings on the

scapulars, while the Semipalmated
shows only warm fringes, as

described for the Fair Isle bird.

200. Western Sandpiper Calidris
mauri (upper), California, USA,

4th June; Semipalmated Sandpiper 
C. pusilla (centre), 28th May,

Toronto, Canada; and Western
Sandpiper (lower), California, USA,
13th May (same birds as in plate

199).This particular Semipalmated
shows rather heavier streaking on
the underparts than is typical, but

it is still considerably less well
marked than the two Westerns,

which display extensive arrowhead-
shaped marks along the flanks.The
description of the underparts of

the Fair Isle bird is typical of Semi-
palmated, and there is no mention 
of the classic Western arrowheads.
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are apparent from the pre-breeding moult
through until late summer (approximately
April to August). On Western Sandpiper, these
scapulars also appear longer and more obvious
than on Semipalmated and, therefore, the
bright internal markings at the feather bases
should be conspicuous. Conversely, the scapu-
lars of Semipalmated Sandpiper in breeding
plumage show large blackish centres, each with
a paler fringe of variable colour, ranging from
dull straw to warm brown. Based upon the
description provided, the upperparts are
typical of Semipalmated Sandpiper, but not of
Western.

2. Underparts The belly, flanks and vent were
described in the hand as white. This is what
would be expected of a breeding-plumaged
Semipalmated Sandpiper, but would be incom-
patible with the corresponding plumage of
Western, which should have shown at least
some dark arrowheads or streaks down the
flanks (these often extend to the undertail-
coverts). Similarly, the description of greyish-
brown mottling across the breast is typical of
Semipalmated, whereas Western would be
expected to show fairly well-defined dark
arrowheads or streaks, smaller than, but other-
wise similar to, those on the flanks.

Note that, at this
point, the basic
plumage features of
breeding Western are
already missing,
whereas the overall
description sounds
normal for Semi-
palmated. See, for
example, Lars Jonsson’s
illustrations in Jonsson
& Grant (1984).
Jonsson’s portrayal of
s u m m e r- p l u m a g e d
Semipalmated closely
matches the descrip-
tion of retained and
replaced upperpart
feathers, of individual
feather detail of
mantle, scapular and
tertial feathers, and 
of the underparts in
Williamson and
Alexander’s account.

3. Rufous on the sides of crown and nape In his
assessment, Nisbet considered these features to
be diagnostic of Western. Examination of three
comparable May/June records of Semipalmated
in the UK, of which photographs and illustra-
tions have been published (Brit. Birds 86: 479,
88: 196-200 and Birding World 9: 210), shows
these to have had rufescent colouring on the
crown-sides and ear-coverts and it is not
unusual for bright Semipalmated Sandpipers in
breeding plumage to match the colour tones
described for the Fair Isle bird. Veit & Jonsson
(1987) say that ‘some Semipalmated attain an
unusually bright rufescent cast to the upper-
parts, most intense on sides of the crown, auric-
ulars [ear-coverts], nape and scapulars’, while
Sibley (2000) provides a further example of this
variation.

Examination of specimens at the British
Museum (Natural History) in September 2003
revealed that, on head pattern alone, some
Western and Semipalmated Sandpipers in
breeding plumage were almost indistinguish-
able, but could be readily separated using a
range of other features, including upperpart
and underpart plumage as described above.

4. Bill shape This is arguably the only pro-
Western feature of the Fair Isle sandpiper. The
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201. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Fair Isle, Shetland, 13th-15th May 1992.
This individual, the first Semipalmated to be recorded in Shetland after the 1956 bird
(and thus accepted at the time as the first for Shetland and the second for Scotland),

arrived two weeks earlier in the year than the 1956 individual.The warm tones in
the crown and ear-coverts, described in the write-up of the 1956 bird, can be clearly

seen on this later bird too.



bird was described as having a ‘black bill,
slightly decurved at the tip… slender and rather
long for a stint, and just about as long as the
head’. There is, however, much confusion sur-
rounding the structure and bill shape of these
two species, and Kaufman (1990) stated that
‘many individuals will be too close to call on
this character’. Similar problems have occurred
in Britain, and in the case of the above-men-
tioned ‘Felixstowe stint’, debate raged for years
after its departure. This long-billed individual,
in first-winter plumage, was confidently identi-
fied as a Western Sandpiper at the time, based
upon the bill shape and leg length. Doubts set
in when good photographs revealed anomalies
in bill structure that were at odds with typical
Western. When the existence of long-billed
Semipalmated in North America became
known (remember that stint identification was
still in its infancy in the early 1980s), the pen-
dulum swung back towards Semipalmated. A
detailed analysis of this bird by Peter Grant
(Brit. Birds 79: 609-621) presented the argu-
ment supporting its identification as a Semi-
palmated Sandpiper (see also Millington &
Vinicombe 1992), although this was subse-
quently disputed by Graham Catley (Brit. Birds
82: 375-377) and Simon Harrap (Brit. Birds 82:
378-380), who felt that the case for acceptance
as Semipalmated Sandpiper was not fully
proven. In light of such debate, combined with
the lack of understanding of the importance of
bill structure, as well as bill shape, in the 1950s,
it is hard to attach too much importance to this
feature.

Nevertheless, Alexander clearly felt that the
shape of the bill was important, as described in
Seventy Years of Birdwatching (Alexander 1974):
‘the first British Western Sandpiper… That bird
caused a lot of trouble as its beak was unusually
short, so that on measurement it appeared to be
a Semipalmated Sandpiper. At the time I was
surprised at this, for the shape of the beak made
me suspect that it was a Western before it was

caught. So, when Ian Nisbet pointed out that
the colour of the back* made it a Western and
that the bill length was possible for either
species, I was grateful to find my original field
identification was vindicated.’ (*The original
description reads ‘new feathers [tertials] being
black edged with orange-brown and tipped
with white. There were similar new feathers in
the scapulars and mantle…’ Nisbet then
changes the way the feathers are described,
stating that ‘these orange-brown feathers on the
back are also diagnostic of mauri’. However, the
description makes it clear that, in comparing
tertials with scapulars, these were black feathers
with orange-brown fringes, and not orange-
brown feathers edged with black. This makes a
significant difference in understanding the
ensuing argument.)

5. Biometrics When compared with those pub-
lished in Cramp & Simmons (1983), all the bio-
metrics of the Fair Isle bird could fit either
species (for wing length of Semipalmated see
variations section in Cramp & Simmons), apart
from the bill length. At 19.5 mm, measured from
the nasal feathering, the bill is more than 2 mm
shorter than that given for any Western; the
shortest comparable bill measurement on
Western is 21.7 mm. Female Semipalmated
from the central Canadian Arctic have a mean
wing length of 97.1 mm (Fair Isle bird 97 mm),
and a mean bill length of 19.5 mm (Fair Isle
bird 19.5 mm). Generally, females have slightly
longer tarsi than males, up to 23.5 mm (Fair Isle
bird 23 mm).

Although not too much emphasis should be
placed on it, the wing formula of the Fair Isle
sandpiper falls within the range of overlap
between Western and Semipalmated, except for
the length of P8, which lies just outside the
published range of Western (table 1).

In summary, as I have long suspected, the orig-
inal description of the Fair Isle bird fits a typical
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Table 1. Wing formula of Western Calidris mauri and Semipalmated Sandpiper C. pusilla, taken from 
Cramp & Simmons (1983), together with that of the Fair Isle sandpiper. Primaries numbered 

descendantly and measurements in mm.

P10 P9 P8 P7 P6 P5 P4

Western longest 0-2 5-6 11-14 19-22 26-29 32-35

Semipalmated longest 0-2 3-8 11-15 18-23 25-31 [no data]

Fair Isle longest 1 4 12 19 27 33



Semipalmated Sandpiper in late May/early June,
with the shape of the bill as described in the
field being the only slightly anomalous feature.
Conversely, the typical features of Western
Sandpiper at this time of year, including the
orange-chestnut bases to the scapulars and
arrowheads/streaking on at least the flanks, nor-
mally extending to the vent/undertail-coverts,
were clearly not present. Furthermore, the bill
appears to have been too short for any Western
Sandpiper. Full credit should be given to the
finders, whose original assessment of the bird’s
identity as a Semipalmated Sandpiper can, in
my view, be fully vindicated.
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Martin Garner, 66 St Thomas Road, Crookes, Sheffield S10 1UX

EDITORIAL COMMENT In the written comments made by BBRC/BOURC members during the original
circulations of this record, current members of BBRC were surprised to find reference to Kodachrome
slides taken of this bird and examined by I. C. T. Nisbet. Nisbet claimed that the slides clearly con-
firmed the identification as Western Sandpiper. It seems inappropriate to undertake a formal review of
this record, following Martin Garner’s analysis, without this important source of information. Unfor-
tunately, locating these photographs has, so far, proved impossible. BBRC has searched the BOURC
and BB archives, and contacted Fair Isle Bird Observatory, the National Museums of Scotland, the
British Museum (Natural History) and even Ken Williamson’s family, all to no avail. It seems highly
unlikely that these photographs have been thrown away and this paragraph is by way of an appeal. If
you have any idea where the photographs might be, please contact Colin Bradshaw (see below) or the
BB editorial office. As things stand, this terrific record is in danger of not being fully acceptable either
as a Semipalmated Sandpiper (potentially the first Scottish record) or as Britain’s first Western Sand-
piper.

Colin Bradshaw (Chairman of BBRC) and Eric Meek (Chairman of BOURC), c/o 9 Tynemouth Place,
Tynemouth, Tyne & Wear NE30 4BJ
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203. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Florida, USA, 20th May 2004. Also in breeding plumage, but more
worn than the Texas bird (plate 202, which was photographed five weeks earlier), with white scapular fringes

missing on most feathers. Dark olive-green legs (as for Fair Isle bird), slightly rusty buff on ear-coverts and above
supercilium behind eye.The degree of brightness may vary, but some colour here is common to most, if not all,

Semipalmated. Note also the classic Semipalmated bill, and the lack of chevrons on the flanks.
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202. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla,Texas, USA, 12th April 1994.This bird is in completely fresh 
breeding plumage, with black-centred mantle and scapular feathers. It shows some pale rufous in the crown 

and ear-coverts; this is typical of Semipalmated, which has far less bright crown and ear-coverts than Western
Sandpiper C. mauri in comparable plumage. Legs black.
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204. Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri, California, USA, 12th April 1992. Note long, red-based scapulars and very
bright crown and ear-coverts, and arrowheads on breast/flanks.This is a typical breeding-plumage Western, much

brighter than Semipalmated Sandpiper C. pusilla. Chevrons on the flanks are diagnostic for Western in this
plumage.The bright rufous at base of several scapulars reaches the feather edge (note variation in scapular

pattern shown by a minority of Semipalmated, as illustrated in 207).The bill is shortish (for Western), but still
decurved and tapering over its full length.
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205 & 206. Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri, Florida, USA, 23rd June 2003.A presumed first-summer, in non-
breeding plumage (and a bird which probably summered in Florida, given the late date).This bird might be

controversial due to its apparently short, blunt bill (in plate 205; note head held towards photographer), but note
restricted fine streaking across upper breast.This streaking is similar to that seen on Semipalmated Sandpiper 

C. pusilla in breeding plumage, and lacks the ‘arrowhead streaking’ of a breeding-plumaged adult Western.
However, the bill is slightly more decurved than on Semipalmated, and is probably very slightly open, giving a
blunt-tipped effect. Plate 206 shows the same bird, and confirms a shortish but classic decurved and tapered

Western bill.These two photographs illustrate the difficulties of assessing bill shape.
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208. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Florida, USA, May 2004, showing slight bill curvature, typical of
longer-billed (female) birds. Nonetheless, the bill is blunt-tipped, lacking the uniform tapering of even short-billed
Western Sandpipers.The combination of fresh and very worn (pointed) wing-coverts suggests that this may be a

first-summer.
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207. Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, Florida, USA, 20th May 2004.Adult breeding, unusual in having a
lower scapular which has a buff centre, but with classic Semipalmated bill; also lacks flank chevrons, has dark olive
legs, and buff ear-coverts. In Western Sandpiper C. mauri the bright rufous bases to the scapulars reach the feather

edge, and the feather is not ‘hollow centred’, as shown here.
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