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T
he sole British record of Red-necked
Nightjar Caprimulgus ruficollis is of a
bird shot near Killingworth, Northum-

berland, on 5th October 1856. As part of an
ongoing review of historical records, BOURC
recently examined this record to assess whether
there was any reason to doubt its provenance
and to determine, if possible, the subspecies

involved. Such historical records often generate
scepticism, especially when the species has not
appeared subsequently, despite the massive
increase in the number of skilled observers.
Although Red-necked Nightjar is a migratory
species, it has a restricted world distribution, its
breeding range being limited to the Iberian
Peninsula and North Africa (Morocco, Algeria

ABSTRACT A Red-necked Nightjar Caprimulgus ruficollis shot near Killingworth,
Northumberland, on 5th October 1856 represents the sole record of this

species in Britain. BOURC recently examined the circumstances surrounding
the collection and documentation of the preserved specimen. Although in
first-winter plumage, it still retains juvenile wing and tail feathers, and this

combination is compatible with that expected of a first-winter in early
October.The possibility of a fraudulent origin was considered extremely

unlikely; the bird was fresh when discovered, and transporting a freshly killed
specimen from Iberian breeding grounds to Britain in the 1850s and retaining

it in this condition is considered most improbable.After reviewing the available
documentation and the reputation of John Hancock, who published the details,

BOURC dismissed the possibility of fraud and agreed unanimously that the
record should remain on Category B of the British List.
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and Tunisia). It winters in tropical West Africa,
perhaps mainly in southern Mali (Snow &
Perrins 1998), although some North African
birds appear to be sedentary. Two subspecies 
are recognised: nominate ruficollis (hereafter
‘ruficollis’) breeds in Spain, Portugal and north-
west Morocco, while the paler, sandier C. r.
desertorum (hereafter ‘desertorum’) breeds in a
discrete area of northeast Morocco, Algeria and
Tunisia.

The historical background of this record is
well documented and the specimen is still held
in the Hancock Museum, Newcastle upon Tyne.
This enabled BOURC to evaluate all the 
evidence during the review.

Specimen details
The bird was prepared as a mounted specimen
(specimen catalogue number NEWHM.
1999.H1071) and has been on display at the
museum for many years (plate 79). As a conse-
quence, it is considerably faded and the main
criterion for determining subspecific identity –
the overall plumage tone – is now largely
invalid. Ernst Hartert examined the specimen in
1912 and identified it as ruficollis (Hartert
1912). However, by the time he contributed to
A Practical Handbook of British Birds (Witherby
1924) he had changed his mind, believing that
the subspecies involved was in fact desertorum
(see also Vaurie 1965). Note that, even in 1912,
Hartert suggested that the specimen was ‘rather
faded’. Bannerman (1955) was clearly surprised
at Hartert’s identification as desertorum,
perhaps understandably so given that ruficollis,
being a longer-distance migrant, would be
expected to be the more likely vagrant to
Britain.

Subspecies identity,
age and sex
The Hancock Museum
kindly agreed to loan the
Killingworth specimen
to BOURC for compar-
ison with other skins of
Red-necked Nightjar.
Ian Lewington visited
the Natural History
Museum (NHM) at
Tring and took photo-
graphs of both forms.
He confirmed the exis-
tence of a consistent 

difference in the wing pattern between ruficollis
and desertorum, present in all age classes, which
was tentatively suggested in BWP. On the prox-
imal section of the inner primaries, ruficollis has
a predominantly dark ground colour with
narrow orange bands, while desertorum shows
dark and orange bands of approximately equal
width. Thus, on ruficollis, the proximal area of
the inner primaries is predominantly dark,
quite different from the strikingly contrasting
appearance of ruficollis (plate 80). Plate 81
shows the inner primaries of the Killingworth
specimen, which match those of ruficollis per-
fectly. This confirms Nigel Cleere’s earlier view
that the British specimen was ruficollis (Cleere
2001).

Andrew Lassey established that the Killing-
worth specimen was in first-autumn plumage,
based on the rounded tail-feather tips and the
uniform age of all flight feathers. Adult Red-
necked Nightjars undergo a complete post-
breeding moult, beginning with the innermost
primary between late June and late August
(BWP), and normally suspend moult prior to
autumn migration. Juveniles moult head and
body feathers before autumn migration, but
retain their juvenile wing and tail feathers until
reaching the wintering grounds. The Killing-
worth specimen showed no evidence of active
or suspended primary moult or tail moult,
which is consistent with juvenile plumage.
Adults have square-ended tail feathers and show
extensive white tips to T4 and T5 (where T1 is
the innermost rectrix), whereas juveniles show
reduced pale tips to more rounded tail feathers,
and the tips are usually pale grey or buff rather
than white. The size and colour of the pale

79. The Killingworth Red-necked Nightjar Caprimulgus ruficollis specimen 
held in the Hancock Museum, Newcastle upon Tyne, December 2006.
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Provenance of the
British specimen
Establishing the origin
of the Killingworth Red-
necked Nightjar was
fairly straightforward. It
was bought from a local
game dealer called Mr
Pape by John Hancock
(of Hancock Museum
fame) on 6th October
1856, the day after it was
shot. It was freshly killed
when Hancock received
it; he commented that
he could not determine
the sex from dissection,
but he tentatively identi-
fied it as a male because
of the white primary
spots. Ovaries are
usually more visible

than undeveloped testes, so if Hancock could
not see any gonads, it is likely that the bird was
a male in non-breeding condition. Hancock
waited six years before announcing the dis-
covery (Hancock 1862a,b), giving his reasons
for the delay thus: ‘I have delayed until now
making this announcement for I found, on
comparison, that the bird in question differed
slightly from a Hungarian specimen in my 
collection, and I was consequently anxious to
see others before doing so. I have now had an
opportunity of referring to a specimen in the

British Museum, and
find that it quite agrees
with my bird. I have
therefore no hesitation
in stating that it is the
true C. ruficollis of
authors, and I have
much pleasure in adding
this fine species to the
British list...’

The ‘Hungarian
specimen’
Hancock’s reference to 
a ‘Hungarian specimen’
is mysterious, since
Hungary lies well
beyond the breeding
range of Red-necked
Nightjar. The single skin
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80. A comparison of the primary pattern of the two forms of Red-necked Nightjar
Caprimulgus ruficollis. Nominate ruficollis (below) shows a predominantly dark basal

area to the inner primaries, with just narrow orange bands, whereas C. r. desertorum
(above) shows dark and orange bands of approximately equal width.
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81. The primaries of the Killingworth Red-necked Nightjar Caprimulgus ruficollis;
comparison with the primary patterns shown in plate 80 confirms that the 

Killingworth bird is of the nominate race.
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spots on the tail feathers (especially T5) of the
Killingworth specimen are consistent with
juvenile plumage. Juveniles also have smaller,
and rather more buff-tinged primary spots
compared with adults, although adult females
and juvenile males are very similar. The white
spots on P1 and P2 (primaries numbered ascen-
dantly, thus P1 is the outermost) suggest that
the Killingworth bird was probably a male, as
these spots are usually sullied with buff on
juvenile females (though sexing juveniles is not
clear-cut and it is not possible to be certain).



in Hancock’s collection at that time is labelled
only with the date (1847) and name of the col-
lector (A. H. Cochrane) and gives no indication
of locality. Archibald Hamilton Cochrane was
an Army Officer whose private collection of
European birds, eggs and Lepidoptera was
donated to Kelvingrove Art Gallery and
Museum in 1912 (R. Sutcliffe pers. comm.).
Cochrane lived in Co. Durham during the mid
to late 1800s and John Hancock, who had a
high reputation as a skilled taxidermist, was
employed to prepare many of his bird speci-
mens. The relatively few data available for his
bird collection suggest that Cochrane was not
particularly punctilious about recording proven-
ance – many specimens have either vague or
incorrect data (for example, a Savi’s Warbler
Locustella luscinioides labelled ‘Labrador,
Canada’). Such a lax approach to collection data
was not uncommon in private collections at
this time, many of which often tended to be
rather unscientific in nature. In a letter dated
20th October 1902 to the Scottish naturalist 
J. A. Harvie-Brown, Cochrane alludes to his
extensive collecting activities around 1848 on
the Continent, specifically ‘Germany, Hungary
and the borders of Turkey’ (Harvie-Brown
archive in NMS Library, File 10/162, Box 10).
Given the close acquaintance of the two men,
Hancock would have been aware of Cochrane’s
collecting trips to Hungary and may simply
have assumed that the specimen that lacked
locality data was from this area. There are 23
other specimens in Hancock’s collection that
were collected by Cochrane, nine of which are
labelled as collected in Hungary, although
others lack location data.

Cochrane also obtained many specimens
from Spain, which now appears a far more
plausible origin for his Red-necked Nightjar.
Since Red-necked Nightjar was not formally
described until 1820, its restricted distribution is
unlikely to have been fully known or appreciated
by Hancock when assessing the Killingworth
specimen. Cochrane’s 1847 skin (still in the
Hancock collection, specimen catalogue
number NEWHM: B026.45) is correctly
identified as Red-necked Nightjar and the
pattern of the primaries accords well with the
nominate race. It appears, however, to be a
juvenile, unlike the first-winter Killingworth
bird. The Cochrane specimen shows a very
indistinct rufous collar, much sullied with grey,
and has less distinct streaks on the crown. This is

quite different from the Killingworth bird,
which had recently moulted its juvenile head
and body feathers to show the brighter collar
and boldly streaked crown of adult-type
plumage. As the Killingworth specimen is now
greatly faded, it is impossible to know the extent
to which the original appearance of the two
specimens differed. However, some of these
plumage differences must have been apparent to
Hancock, and this seems a plausible reason for
the delay in publishing the details of his
discovery.

This Killingworth specimen was acquired on
5th October, which accords perfectly with the
bird being in first-autumn plumage. A juvenile
collected on the breeding grounds earlier in the
year would surely have retained juvenile head
and body feathers, given the time necessary to
transport a specimen to Northumberland by
early October (in the 1850s). Hancock’s assess-
ment that the bird was freshly killed also
accords with it being a natural vagrant. Red-
necked Nightjars have left their breeding
grounds in Spain and Portugal by late October
and so the timing and state of moult of the
Killingworth bird fit our expectation of a
natural vagrant.

One remaining weakness is that we do not
know precisely who shot the specimen,
although, as outlined above, it is difficult to
construct a scenario whereby a freshly killed
first-autumn bird could appear in
Northumberland in early October other than
through natural vagrancy. BOURC rejected the
Cheshire Kermadec Petrel Pterodroma neglecta
because of a lack of provenance (Melling 2008),
but there are a number of key differences
between these two records. The opportunities
and potential for fraud were greater with
Kermadec Petrel, since it is well established that
unusual seabirds were frequently brought back
by sailors (and BOURC treats records of
potential vagrant seabirds a little differently
because of that). Moreover, Hancock did not sell
this specimen so did not profit financially, while
it also seems unlikely that a game dealer would
have charged much for a bird presumably being
sold as a European Nightjar C. europaeus – a not
uncommon local breeding bird at that time. One
other significant difference between Red-necked
Nightjar and Kermadec Petrel is that the former
species has an established track record of
vagrancy within the Western Palearctic and the
latter does not.
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Is the Killingworth record genuine?
It has been suggested that, because Hancock
already had a specimen of Red-necked Nightjar
from a ‘suspicious’ location, he might have
inadvertently swapped the Killingworth bird
with Cochrane’s specimen (Mitchell & Vini-
combe 2008), or perhaps even perpetrated a
fraud. However, from Hancock’s original
account, such a mix-up appears impossible: the
1847 specimen was a preserved skin, whereas
the Killingworth bird was mounted by Hancock
himself. Although there is no precise date when
Hancock acquired Cochrane’s specimen, the
wording of his announcement in Ibis (Hancock
1862b) indicates that it was already in his 
possession before he acquired the Killingworth
specimen. The Hungarian connection seems to
be a red herring as it is clear from Cochrane’s
original specimen label that no collection
locality was provided for this bird, as was the
case for many others in Cochrane’s collection.

Hancock was a well-respected man, who has
never been implicated in any fraudulent records.
There is no evidence that he was ever tempted to
‘create’ provenance for specimens lacking such
detail. On the contrary, if information was
lacking, this was recorded on the specimen label,
as shown by the catalogue entry for an Alpine
Swift Apus melba which read: ‘No locality for
this specimen which has been in the collection
of J. Hancock for many years’ (Hancock 1874;
Howse 1899). He was amassing a collection of
British and European birds at that time, and had
representatives of most species. He even had 
a specimen of the recently extinct Great Auk 
Pinguinus impennis, and it might even be more
surprising if Hancock had not possessed a
specimen of Red-necked Nightjar. No other
major authority on British birds has questioned
this record (e.g. Seebohm 1884, Saunders 1899,
Bannerman 1955, Brown & Grice 2005) and,
even today, Hancock’s reputation remains untar-
nished (Eric Morton pers. comm.).

It perhaps appears suspicious that Hancock
waited six years before announcing his dis-

covery, particularly since most ornithologists at
that time were keen to publish promptly to
ensure that they were first to declare informa-
tion on rare and unusual birds. However,
Hancock did not appear to share this mindset
and, in fact, he did not publish much at all. It is
worth remembering that Hancock was one of
the first people in Britain to fully appreciate
that Bewick’s Swan Cygnus columbianus bewickii
was a separate species from Whooper Swan 
C. cygnus, yet allowed others to publish and take
the credit (Embleton 1894)1. Hancock was mag-
nanimous about this in his catalogue of birds,
stating under the account of Bewick’s Swan that
‘by some unaccountable inadvertency my
specimen was not alluded to’ (Hancock 1874).
Hancock also pioneered an innovative taxi-
dermy technique that provided an alternative to
the use of arsenic, yet details of this procedure
were not published until four years after his
death (Embleton 1894). According to Pat
Morris (pers. comm.), Hancock left the impres-
sion of having been a keen observer and field
ornithologist rather than a publisher of papers
and books. Consequently, the delay in pub-
lishing the Red-necked Nightjar note seems
quite in keeping with Hancock’s character, and
BOURC has no reason to suspect John
Hancock’s integrity concerning this record.

Other extralimital records of 
Red-necked Nightjar
Outside its usual range, there are nineteenth-
century records of Red-necked Nightjar from
southeast France, Malta, Canary Islands,
Croatia, Israel and Sicily (Seebohm 1884;
Whitaker 1905). More recently, an adult male
was killed by a car on 4th October 1991 at
Skagen, Jutland, Denmark (Christensen 1996;
Rasmussen 1996). This bird was originally iden-
tified as a European Nightjar C. europaeus, and
was not correctly identified until 1995, when it
was exhibited at a taxidermy show in Norway. It
was reported as an adult, but it is not known
whether the flight feathers were examined and
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1 The discovery of Bewick’s Swan was a little more complicated than this (Mearns & Mearns 1988). John Latham (1824) first
described a ‘Lesser Swan’ from a specimen in the collection of the Reverend Kerr Vaughan but, having only a single skin,
Latham was unwilling to say whether this was a distinct species or not. Five years later (in October 1929), Newcastle
taxidermist Richard Wingate read a paper to the Natural History Society of Northumberland concerning his discovery of a
new species of swan, but failed to give it a name (Wingate 1830). It appears that John Hancock provided Wingate with a
specimen but was overlooked in the paper. A name was subsequently provided by P. J. Selby, who called it ‘Cygnus Bewickii of
Wingate’ (Selby 1830). Selby’s paper acknowledged the help of William Yarrell, who had been drawn into the discussion, but
Yarrell then published yet another account of the species (Yarrell 1830), which happened to be published before Selby’s
description, so Yarrell received the credit for its discovery. Yarrell did, however, state that he had dissected a wild swan in the
winter of 1823/24 and that he noticed that the bird possessed peculiarities never seen in the Whooper Swan. This would
make Yarrell the first person to notice that Bewick’s Swan was a distinct species.



the age of these confirmed to match the body
plumage, so perhaps it too was a first-winter.
This record is just one day earlier (but 135 years
later) than the Killingworth specimen. This bird
also appears to be ruficollis, and the coincidence
of dates is supportive of the British record.
Jutland lies at a similar latitude to northern
Scotland and is even farther from the nearest
Red-necked Nightjar breeding areas than
Killingworth, so this record demonstrates that
the species is capable of autumn vagrancy to the
north of the breeding range.

Summary
The BOURC review established that the Killing-
worth specimen is a Red-necked Nightjar of the
nominate form ruficollis, the more migratory of
the two races. The plumage confirms that it is a
first-year with retained juvenile remiges and
rectrices, consistent with it being collected in
October. There is nothing in John Hancock’s
original account that suggests that either a mix-
up of specimens had been made or a fraud had
been perpetrated; his reference to Cochrane’s
Red-necked Nightjar as being of ‘Hungarian’
origin seems most likely to have been a genuine
mistake. BOURC voted to uphold this record,
which remains on Category B of the British
List.
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