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Abstract This paper presents a complete review of all proposed identification
characters for the Slender-billed Curlew Numenius tenuirostris. The review is based
primarily on examination of museum specimens, but also on photographs of live
birds. All characters were examined from scratch, so the analysis provides a
revalidation of some criteria while challenging others.The most useful features for
the identification of Slender-billed Curlew were found to be: the colour and
pattern of the underside of the outer primaries; pattern and extent of the tibial
feathering and length of exposed tibia; leg colour; pattern of the tail feathers; and
shape of the dark flank markings. All other proposed features were found to
overlap to some extent with some Eurasian Curlews N. arquata. Since the mid
1990s, when the species was seen on the last-known regular wintering grounds, in
Morocco, curlews showing characters associated with Slender-billed Curlew have
been reported from several countries, including England, Greece, Hungary, Italy
and Spain. These reports have generated considerable and ongoing debate and this

paper should provide a key baseline for any future reviews.

Introduction
Sightings of the Slender-billed Curlew Nume-
nius tenuirostris, which migrated from its
Siberian breeding grounds to wintering areas
in the Mediterranean basin, have become
increasingly infrequent since the 1970s
(Gretton 1991, 1994; Gretton et al. 2002).
Following the demise of the last-known win-
tering population, at Merja Zerga, Morocco,
where the last reliable sighting occurred on
23rd February 1995 (van den Berg 1995;
Anon. 1996), no known breeding, passage or
wintering sites remain. The species is on the
verge of extinction, if it still survives, and the
number of individuals remaining must be
tiny (Gretton et al. 2002; Chandler 2009;
Delaney et al. 2009).

For a species that wintered in Europe, sur-
prisingly little is known about its historical
distribution, although it has occurred in
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many Western Palearctic countries (BWP;
Gretton 1991; Gretton et al. 2002). It was
described in 1817 by Vieillot, based on a
specimen collected in Egypt prior to 1797,
which is preserved in the Musée National
d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris (accession number
MNHN 13469). The only known former
breeding site lies close to Tara, in the valley of
the Irtysh River in western Siberia, where
nesting pairs were observed between 1914
and 1924 (Ushakov 1909, 1912, 1916, 1925;
Gretton 1991; Danilenko et al. 1996; Gretton
et al. 2002). Just a single egg is known,
collected on 2nd June 1909 by Ushakov
(McGhie 2002).

In this paper we analyse and attempt to
validate each character associated with the
identification of Slender-billed Curlew. The
work is based on personal studies over more
than 20 years, particularly by AC. What has
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emerged is that both Slender-billed Curlew
and Eurasian Curlew N. arquata show greater
plumage variation than is generally appreci-
ated and, since the latter is the most likely
pitfall, elimination of Eurasian (particularly
the eastern race N. a. orientalis) is critical to
the successful identification of Slender-billed.
Within the text, where a particular sub-
species is referred to, the trinomial is used.
Nominate Eurasian Curlew is referred to as
arquata, the eastern N. a. orientalis as orien-
talis, central Asian N. a. suschkini as suschkini,
nominate Whimbrel N. phaeopus as phaeopus
and central Asian N. p. alboaxillaris as
alboaxillaris. We have excluded discussion of
N. p. variegatus, breeding in northeast Asia,
since it has heavily barred underwings and
restricted white on the back, mostly confined
to the rump, while the race N. p. rogachevae
(Tomkovich 2008) is also excluded since its
taxonomic status remains unclear. The
curlew species breeding in North America are
excluded as they lack the white rump and
lower back, show heavily barred underwings,
and are thus quite different in appearance.

Methods

From the literature we distilled features that
have been proposed for identifying Slender-
billed Curlew. Three references in English are
particularly comprehensive: van den Berg
(1988), Gretton (1991) and Steele & Van-
geluwe (2002). Gretton collated all the infor-
mation known about Slender-billed Curlew,
while van den Berg published notes on birds
observed in Morocco in the winter of 1987/88.
Steele & Vangeluwe discussed criteria leading
to the acceptance of the sole British record,
from Druridge Bay, Northumberland, in May
1998; a record that has subsequently been
reassessed and found to be not proven (Brit.
Birds in press). An extensive review of the
identification criteria of Slender-billed Curlew
and an appraisal of the variability of other
curlews in Europe was published in Italian by
AC (Corso 1995, 2000).

Understanding plumage and the extent of
its variation lies at the heart of this review.
Since field observations of Slender-billed
Curlews are no longer possible, we have had to
rely entirely on museum material, photographs
and video footage to assess the purported char-
acters. Specimens of Slender-billed Curlew
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from more than 60 collections were examined,
mostly in Europe, but also in Asia and North
America (see acknowledgments). Information
was gathered mostly by direct personal visits
but in a minority of cases via requests and
online studies. Additional material was
received from the international Slender-billed
Curlew Working Group (SBCWG).

Photographs of live Slender-billed Curlews
from France (Brosselin 1968; Duquet 2008),
Morocco (van den Berg 1988) and Yemen
(Porter 1984, 2004) were studied. In addition,
a video of the Moroccan birds, filmed by
Andy Butler in January 1994, proved to be
highly informative. Images of controversial
birds, of unproven or contested identity —
including those in Serra et al. (1995), Corso
(1996), Cleeves (2002), Olah & Pigniczki
(2009), Dutch Birding 17: 80 and 18: 140,
Birding World 8: 90, and video by Yoshio
Ebihara — were examined, but data from those
birds are excluded from this study.

For other Numenius species, approxi-
mately 2,000 specimens were studied in
museums throughout Europe, supported by
observations of several thousand individuals
in the field in Europe, North Africa, the
Middle East and Asia.

The following terms have been used within
the text to indicate how frequently characters
are shown: ‘commonly’ (found in >100 birds
seen/studied as skins); ‘occasionally’ or ‘by
some’/‘sometimes’ (found in 50-100 birds);
‘rarely’ or ‘by few’ (found in <50 birds
seen/studied skins). If referring to peculiar fea-
tures found only in a limited number of indi-
viduals, the exact number involved is quoted.

Moult, age and sex

Establishing the age of a suspected Slender-
billed Curlew is an essential first step. Three
age classes are recognised here: juvenile, adult
and a transitional first-summer plumage,
attained in the second calendar-year (2CY).
Understanding the timing and extent of moult
is key to establishing the age class. Of the
Slender-billed Curlew specimens examined in
this study, 14 were in juvenile plumage, 40 were
2CY birds in various stages of transitional
plumage and 98 were adults (3CY or older). In
addition, a further 20+ unsexed/unaged/
undated specimens were examined. Among the
sexed adults, about 70% were males.
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adult male

adult female

juvenile

2CY

Fig. |. Slender-billed Curlew.Top left, typical adult male; top right, adult female; bottom left,
juvenile; bottom right 2CY. Adults show round spots on the underparts, particularly pronounced
on the male.The head pattern (see text), dark legs and bill, long thigh feathering with only a short
exposed tibia, long primary projection and wings projecting beyond the tail-tip are characteristic of
Slender-billed Curlew.The juvenile shows streaked rather than spotted underparts, with indistinct,
sparse barring on the flanks. In the 2CY, recently moulted fresh mantle feathers contrast with
retained and abraded juvenile wing-coverts, with a mix of retained juvenile and fresh, adult-like
spotted feathers on the underparts. Differences in tertial pattern are useful for ageing (see text).
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tenuirostris orientalis

arquata

small arquata alboacxillaris

Fig. 2. Western Palearctic curlews in flight showing differences in the pattern and coloration of
the outer primaries (see text). Top left, Slender-billed Curlew, top right orientalis Eurasian Curlew;
centre, arquata Eurasian; bottom left, small arquata Eurasian; bottom right, alboaxillaris Whimbrel.

Note that the small arquata Eurasian Curlew (lower left) is based on birds observed in Sicily and
elsewhere in ltaly (see plates 180—181 & 185 and text).
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Fig. 3. Variation in tenuirostris
the pattern to the
underside of the

outermost primaries tenuirostris tenuirostris
(P10 and P9) in
Western Palearctic
curlews (based on
actual specimens).
tenuirostris

Top four, variation in
Slender-billed Curlew
with typical male birds
on the left, female/
juvenile on the right.
The three pairs at the
bottom are based on orientalis
birds from the breeding
range of Eurasian
Curlew N. a. arquata,
the lowest pair
resembling the pattern
found in N. a. orientalis.
The three feather pairs
in the centre illustrate
variability within

N. a. orientalis.

Note the similarity

in the darkest outer
primaries, which appear arquata
typical of Slender-billed,

although that species

lacks a contrastingly

darker tip.

orientalis

orientalis

arquata

arquata

tenuirostris

tenuirostris

orientalis

arquata

Fig. 4. Tail patterns of Western Palearctic curlews.The colour of the central rectrices, in fresh birds
when the tail is not abraded or soiled, is a useful identification character. Note the patterning of the
tail barring, both the shape and width being variable in Slender-billed Curlew, as well as among
Eurasian Curlew taxa. Note also the variation in the uppertail-covert pattern.
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Fig. 5. Variation in flank feather pattern of adult
and 2CY Slender-billed Curlew, drawn from
specimens. The upper row shows variation in the
classic heart-shaped spot typical of adult males,
while the middle and lower rows show less well-
known patterns associated with female and 2CY

birds, some of which closely resemble the pattern

shown by poorly marked Eurasian Curlews.

juv. tenuirostris flank

N T

juv. tenuirostris flank

Moult timing

Juvenile — 2CY

The post-juvenile moult usually begins in
December, but may start as early as
November (BWP; Prater et al. 1977; this
study). Juvenile plumage is characterised
by all feathers being fresh and of the same
generation, but the crisp juvenile pattern
can become less apparent as the feathers
wear and are gradually replaced by adult-
type feathers in the post-juvenile moult.
During this moult most of the body feath-
ering is replaced, typically including the
mantle, rump, scapulars and scattered
feathers of the underparts. The extent and
duration of moult varies individually;
some birds retain almost fully juvenile
belly, vent and flank feathering into Feb-
ruary and March, while more advanced
2CY birds have attained mostly adult-type
underparts by March or April (this study).
Replacement of the wing-coverts begins
later than body moult, especially the
mantle (BWP), so contrast between the
worn juvenile wing-coverts and fresh
upperparts can be apparent from late
February onwards.

adult juv.
tenuirostris tenuirostris
tertial tertial

arquata drop-shaped flank

Fig. 6. Variation in flank feather pattern (seven left feathers) of Slender-billed Curlew, compared
with a (drop-shaped) flank feather pattern regularly found in Eurasian Curlew N. a. orientalis —
and occasionally in N. a. arquata. Also note the age-related difference in the tertial pattern of
juvenile and adult Slender-billed Curlew (see text). All drawn from specimens.
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First-summer

The first complete moult begins at approxi-
mately one year old. This moult usually
begins earlier than that of adults, typically
in late spring to early summer (BWP; Chan-
dler 2009). Once moult is complete, first-
summers are inseparable from adults.

Adult

Adults have a complete post-breeding moult
in late summer or autumn, usually starting in
June, which in some individuals may be sus-
pended or arrested during migration, then
restarted on the wintering grounds (BWP;
Prater et al. 1977; Chandler 2009; this study).
In Eurasian Curlew, adults begin their moult
after breeding — arquata in early July and ori-
entalis from mid August (Cleeves et al. 2009).

Separating 2CY from older birds
The presence of any retained juvenile feathers
should be enough to separate 2CY from adult
birds (figs 1, 5 & 6). In particular, some ju-
venile wing-coverts are usually retained until
summer and contrast with fresher, adult-type
mantle, scapulars and tertials (this study).
Our examination of specimens suggests
that separation of juveniles from older age
classes is straightforward up to completion of
the post-juvenile moult. We found that the
pattern of the scapulars and mantle feathers,
and especially the tertial pattern, differs
between adults and juveniles (figs. 1 & 6) —

adult male

adult female

the latter show a darker and more solid dark
centre, and lack the conspicuous pale inden-
tations that are so conspicuous on the feather
edges of adults.

Hayman et al. (1986) noted that juvenile
Slender-billed Curlews show white tips to
eight (sometimes nine) inner primaries,
whereas in adults only six (rarely seven)
inner primaries are white-tipped. Zenatello &
Serra (2002) questioned this character and
suggested that the extent and pattern of the
white tip of primaries P5-P7 (where the
innermost primary is P1) is the most reliable
ageing character for Slender-billed Curlew
when the pattern of juvenile body feathers/
wing-coverts is no longer clear. They illus-
trated the white tip in juveniles as being more
extensive on the outer web, whereas in adults
the white tip is either similar on both webs or
more extensive on the inner web. This feature
is readily apparent in specimens but would
be difficult to see in the field.

Sexing

Female Slender-billed Curlews are longer-
billed than males, and this is the best char-
acter for separating the sexes. After October,
juvenile bill length does not differ statistically
from that of adults of the same sex (BWP):
bill length of males is 68—78 mm (mean 72.9
mm, n=21) and of females 82-96 mm (mean
89.9 mm, n=12), with age classes combined.
Measurements in Prater et al. (1977) are

juvenile

Fig. 7. Variation in head pattern and bill length of Slender-billed Curlew. Top left, adult male; top
right, juvenile; lower, adult female. The male has a shorter and darker bill compared with the female,
and a more contrasting head pattern.The bill is generally darker than in Eurasian Curlew (all taxa)
and shows a narrower base.The differences in the head pattern between the sexes are very limited.
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broadly comparable: 69-76 mm for males
(72.7, n=7), 7695 mm for females (87.6,
n=6; ages combined). However, Serra (1995)
found much greater variation in the bill
length, with males in the range 66.0-92.6
mm (74.7, n=52), and females 83.0-101.3
mm (89.0, n=29; ages combined). Boano
(2009) confirmed this variation in bill length.
This greater overlap was also supported by
measurements of specimens taken by AC
(n=95). This limits the ability to sex birds
using bill length alone: only those with a bill
length of <82 mm are likely to be male,
whereas >93 mm indicates a female. Using

tenuirostris

orientalis

alboaxillaris

arquata

bill length only, Serra (1995) was able to sex
83.6% of birds examined (n=61).

Plumage differences between adult males
and females are slight. The underparts of
adult males typically appear clean and white,
with conspicuous, rounded spots, which
form distinct rows that flow from the breast
onto the flanks, gradually becoming larger
(figs. 1 & 5). In addition, males show a
better-defined head pattern with a more
capped appearance, a cleaner supercilium
and greater contrast in the lores (fig. 7).
Females often appear duller than males,
with sparser underpart markings that are

Fig. 8. Upperwing pattern of Western Palearctic curlews in flight. Top left Slender-billed Curlew,
top right orientalis Eurasian Curlew, bottom right arquata Eurasian, bottom left alboaxillaris
Whimbrel. Note how the secondaries and inner primaries of Slender-billed Curlew have the widest
pale bands, creating greater contrast with the outer wing than is the case with the other species.
This contrast is further emphasised by the darker (more solidly blackish) primary coverts and
primaries compared with the other species illustrated. However, the upperwing pattern is shared
with some Eurasian Curlews, particularly orientalis but also some arquata. Intense light can
exaggerate this contrast. Compared with Slender-billed Curlews, small, pale alboaxillaris VWhimbrels
have all the primaries predominantly dark, creating a much more uniform outer wing.
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anchor-shaped or triangular (figs. 1 & 5)
rather than rounded, while the spots do not
form well-defined rows.

Principal identification characters
The literature review yielded 26 characters
suggested as useful for the identification of
Slender-billed Curlew. From our examina-
tion of specimens and photographs we estab-
lished that only five do not (fully) overlap
with characters shown by other curlews and
can be considered diagnostic of Slender-
billed. These five are discussed below, begin-
ning with the most useful.

I. Pattern and coloration of the
underside of the outer primaries
The underside of the outer primaries is uni-
formly dark, grey or blackish-grey in Slender-
billed Curlew; this creates a conspicuous dark
wedge to the underside of the outer wing,
which contrasts with the paler, almost
translucent inner primaries and outer sec-
ondaries. On most birds this dark wedge
extends from P10 to P7; on some individuals
it may reach P8 only, on others it extends to
P6. In our opinion, this is the single most
important feature for separating Slender-
billed from other curlews (figs. 2 & 3, plates
146—153). Published photos of Slender-billed
Curlew in flight, e.g. van den Berg (1988) and
Porter (2004), confirm just how conspicuous
this feature is. It is illustrated in Hayman
et al. (1986) and Svensson et al. (2009),
although not mentioned in the text, while
BWP emphasises that the dark wedge on the
underwing is among the main field charac-
ters separating Slender-billed from Eurasian
Curlew. Of 168 Slender-billed Curlew speci-
mens examined, all showed this pattern.

Eurasian Curlews typically show strikingly
pale bases to the underside of the outer pri-
maries, so that a dark wedge is lacking.
Although these outer primaries do show
darker tips — see figs. 2 & 3, plates 154—161 —
the tips contrast with the paler base of each
primary. Whimbrel shows an underwing
pattern similar to that of Eurasian Curlew
(e.g. plate 162).

There is limited variation in this feature.
Some Slender-billed Curlews show a narrow,
whitish or silvery-grey tongue along the edge
of the inner web, extending between a half
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tenuirostris

arquata

phaeopus

Fig. 9. Sketches illustrating the structure and
Yjizz’ of Slender-billed Curlew (upper), Eurasian
Curlew (centre) and Whimbrel (lower). In
Slender-billed, the exposed part of the tibia is
proportionately the shortest of all Western
Palearctic Numenius. Note also the longer

and fuller ‘thigh’ feathering, longer primary
projection, and the wing-tip to tail-tip ratio
with the wings projecting beyond the tail.

and two-third of the feather length,
becoming narrowest towards but never
reaching the tip (n=42 of 168). Others may
show a ‘marbled’ effect — see fig. 3 (n=22 of
168). We found only three birds that showed
a pattern comparable with some of the least-
barred arquata, with narrow and irregular
barring along the inner web of the outer pri-
maries and a darker tip (e.g. plate 148).
However, the outer primaries are never
barred right along the inner web as in most
arquata, to create a chequered impression.
Additionally, despite this variability, the dark
wedge pattern on the underwing remains,
although it can appear less obvious than in
typical birds. We believe it is mostly females
and juveniles that show this pattern.
Commonly, orientalis and suschkini, as
well as presumed intergrades between orien-
talis and arquata, show the underside of the
outermost primary (P10) uniformly dark,
while P9 can frequently share this pattern, or
display a barred or marbled pattern at the
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base, and P8 is dark at the base, becoming
extensively barred towards the tip (e.g. plates
155 & 156; fig. 3). Several birds thus show a
rather uniformly dark appearance to the
underside of the three outer primaries, with
conspicuous barring or marbling apparent
only from the base of P7 inwards (plate 156).
Even so, this dusky wedge does not appear
solidly dark, as in a typical Slender-billed,

146 & 147. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew, fresh body plumage,
Lazio, Italy, 23rd March 1898.Typical adult male with densely spotted
underparts. Note the uniformly dark underside of the outermost
primaries, forming a contrasting dark wedge on the outer wing.
There are a few dark markings on the white undertail-coverts, and
the longest axillaries, primary coverts and feathering at the carpal
joint of some adult males show dark markings, although these are

less extensive than in Eurasian Curlew.

148. Adult female Slender-billed Curlew, Sardinia, Italy, March 1901.
Although the outer primaries of this bird are still unpatterned,
they show a contrastingly pale ‘tongue’ along the inner web.
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and a darker tip contrasts with the rest of the
feathers, giving the impression of a dark
wing-tip rather than a uniform wedge. A
minority of arquata may show reduced
barring to the underside of the outer pri-
maries (mostly P10-P9), which thus appear
rather dusky and uniform but never as
extensively dark as Slender-billed. Differenti-
ating between the most strongly patterned
Slender-billed and the
darkest, most uniform and
least patterned orientalis
requires great care. The
underside to the outer pri-
maries can appear surpris-
ingly similar, and all the
other characters should
be checked to eliminate
orientalis.

The underside of the
outer primaries is conspic-
uously barred in the vast
majority of Whimbrels,
though a small minority in
each of the three Palearctic
races show a dark wedge,
similar to that of Slender-
billed Curlew (plate 163).

2.Tibia length and
feathering
The prominent ‘white
thighs’, formed by long
tibial feathering, mean that
there is just a short length
of exposed tibia’. This was
first acknowledged as a
useful ID feature by van
den Berg (1988). This is
unique to Slender-billed
Curlew and is apparent in
both photographs (e.g.
Brosselin 1968; van den
Berg 1988; Porter 2004)
and museum specimens;
see also Corso (1995,
2000)(figs. 1 & 9; plates
164, 166, 186 & 187).
Some Eurasian Curlews,
particularly suschkini and
orientalis, show longer and
more conspicuous tibial
feathering than arquata
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(AC pers. obs.; plate 193).
On such birds, however,
the exposed tibia is pro-
portionately longer than
on Slender-billed (this
applies to all races of
Eurasian). As the tibial
feathering tends to ‘stretch’
when a bird is walking, this
feature is best assessed on a
stationary bird.
Exceptionally, Eurasian
Curlew may show a rather
short exposed tibia, which
reinforces the need to use a
combination of characters
to identify Slender-billed
Curlew (plate 192).

3. Leg colour

In photographs of live birds, the leg colour of
Slender-billed Curlew appears quite dark,
blackish-brown or dark lead-grey (e.g.
Brosselin 1968, van den Berg 1988, Porter
2004) — see also plates 164, 166 & 186. On
museum specimens, leg colour tends to
change over time, especially on mounted
specimens exposed to light. Specimens that
had not been exposed to light showed leg
colour between blackish and dark lead-grey
(e.g. plates 165 & 173). In adult males the
legs are blackish or very dark grey, whereas
those of females and immatures are a little
paler, typically dark brown-grey. Leg colour
was consistently darker than for Eurasian
Curlew specimens of similar age and stored
in similar conditions. (Eurasian Curlew spec-
imens with discoloured legs can appear to
have legs as dark as paler examples of
Slender-billed.)

Fourteen juvenile specimens in good con-
dition showed paler legs than adults, never
solidly dark or blackish. Five showed greyish
legs similar to juvenile arquata, the
remaining nine slightly darker legs than
typical arquata and orientalis. Most post-
juvenile 2CY birds had dark legs, similar to or
slightly paler than those of adults (e.g. plates
146,165 & 173).

Nominate and orientalis Eurasian
Curlews, and Whimbrels, always have pale
lead-grey or bluish-grey legs, sometimes
tinged horn brown, or even pinkish (plates
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149. Female Slender-billed Curlew, age uncertain, Pisa?, Italy, c. 1830.
This bird shows the most strongly patterned outer primary found
among all Slender-billed Curlews examined. It appears close to the
pattern of arquata Eurasian Curlew, though the marbling is confined
to the proximal area and is less well defined (than Eurasian), with an
irregular outline. A similar pattern is found in many orientalis Eurasian
Curlews. Birds with such a pattern would show a less prominent
‘dark-wedge’ effect on the underwing.

161, 164 & 192). At best, the darkest leg
colours among the many photographs we
have examined are lead-grey (e. g. plate 193)
but never as dark as in Slender-billed Curlew.
Juveniles appear somewhat paler-legged than
adults. The variability of leg colour in
suschkini remains uncertain.

In the field, it is important to establish
that the legs have not become discoloured in
some way, such as with soil or mud. For
example, two Slender-billed Curlews filmed
by Andy Butler at Merja Zerga apparently
showed paler brown legs (www.youtube.
com/watch?v=tzIQlhWgb3c). Such color-
ation is typical of soil staining and atypical
for any Numenius.

4. Pattern of the tail feathers

Glutz von Blotzheim et al. (1977) and BWP
described the tail of Slender-billed Curlew as
white with broken, dark-sepia barring; the
former noted some variability and com-
mented that the tail, when fresh, may have a
brownish wash, but emphasised that a bright,
whitish ground colour is unique to Slender-
billed (fig. 4, plates 167—169). The outermost
and central tail feathers of Slender-billed
Curlew (T6 and T1 respectively) show only
four or five dark bars, which are less promi-
nent than those on the other rectrices. BWP
states that the tail feathers of juvenile
Slender-billed have narrower and more regu-
larly spaced dark bars than the adult, the
outer web having 6-9 bars and the inner web
4-9 bars (in most adults the outer web has
3—6 bars and the inner 1-2 bars).
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150. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew,
Morocco, January 1991.A typical adult male
showing an almost unmarked white underwing,
a short, almost straight bill, conspicuous round
spots on the underparts, and four unmarked
outer primaries appearing as a dark ‘wedge’
against the paler underwing.

152. Two adult male Slender-billed Curlews with Black-tailed Godwits
Limosa limosa, Morocco, January 1988. Note the striking contrast between
the dark outer primaries, and the paler inner primaries and secondaries.
On the upperwing, the solidly dark outer primaries and blackish primary-
covert patch contrast with the white shafts on P10 and P9, as well as with
the paler inner wing. Note also the black legs and feet.

Eurasian Curlews and Whimbrels exhibit
darker central tail feathers, especially when
fresh. The ground colour of the outer rec-
trices may be paler, even approaching off-
white, but the colour of the central pair
remains a key feature (fig. 4, plate 191). A
whitish ground colour to the entire tail is
characteristic of Slender-billed.

Museum specimens confirmed that,
typically, Slender-billed shows fewer tail
bars than Eurasian Curlew. In the latter, the
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I151. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew,
Morocco, January 1988. Here the underwing-
coverts appear duller and patterned, probably
due to the lighting effect.

number and width
of the bars is vari-
able, with arquata
showing the broadest
and orientalis often
showing the nar-
rowest and fewest
bars, although some
suschkini approach
orientalis. In both
Slender-billed and
Eurasian, the colour
of these bars may
vary from brownish-
grey to blackish (due
to individual varia-

tion and wear/
bleaching).
We found no

Slender-billed
Curlews with duller
central tail feathers, and in all specimens the
tail was fully bright white. On average, the
central tail feathers of orientalis show a
warmer ground colour than the other
feathers, and when worn these may appear
off-white to white (fig. 4, plate 169). Further-
more, some fresh orientalis with the palest
plumage can show a fully white tail (e.g. plate
161). Again, the variability in orientalis can
lead to overlap with Slender-billed Curlew, so
caution is required.
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5. Underpart pattern and the
shape of the dark flank markings
The dark spots on the belly and flanks of
Slender-billed Curlew are widely recognised
as an important identification feature. These
are often described as ‘heart-’ or ‘drop-
shaped’, and these blackish marks contrast
against a clean, whitish ground colour (figs. 1
& 5, plates 146 & 171). This description
matches the appearance of most of the avail-
able images of live birds, although many
photographs depict only a few individuals at
Merja Zerga (e.g. plates 166, 186 & 187) and
it is important to be aware that there is
greater variation in the shape of these spots
(Corso 1995, 2000; Serra et al. 1995; Steele &
Vangeluwe 2002). In particular, the round or
heart-shaped dark markings are absent or
smaller at the central/basal portion of the
feather in juveniles while some adult females
sport more oval-shaped dark marks (figs. 5 &
6).

Specimens reveal that most Slender-billed
Curlews show a dark subterminal, round
to oval mark on the white flank feathers,
combined with other dark
bar-like markings (figs. 5 &
6; plates 171-175). At a
distance, the flanks can
take on an indistinctly and
sparsely barred appear-
ance, chiefly on female,
juvenile and 2CY birds
(fig. 1, plate 172); the per-
ception of this barring was
tested with specimens
observed at a distance
through binoculars. The
prominence and the width
of these bar-like markings
are never as broad, regular
and conspicuous as those
shown by typical arquata
Eurasian Curlew and
phaeopus Whimbrel in
adult-type plumage, and
never appear as anything
more than vague.

In juvenile Slender-
billed, the dark flank spots
of the adult are generally
absent, and the underparts
and flanks appear dark-
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streaked against a paler background. Flank
and often breast feathers typically show a
narrow, pointed shaft-streak distally, with a
small, dark spot on both sides of the shaft or
one or more bar-like marks (figs. 1 & 6).
Typical 2CY specimens examined showed a
mix of streaked (juvenile) and rounded
(adult) flank markings. After post-juvenile
moult, the flanks never appear regularly
barred. At best, an advanced 2CY in April will
show the mostly rounded flank and under-
part spots of adult plumage, but could retain
a few sparse, dark streaks on the flanks; these
will be difficult to discern, being bleached
and worn, and often concealed by overlap-
ping feathers. In a typical 2CY arquata, the
flank barring is conspicuous before and after
the post-juvenile moult, although some show
a streaked pattern similar to that of juvenile
Slender-billed.

On average, adult female Slender-billed is
slightly duller than the male, with off-white
or even buffish-tinged underparts, which
appear less bright and clean. The contrast
between the ground colour and darker spots

153. Adult Slender-billed Curlew, Coto Dofiana, Spain, 1898. Note
the characteristic underwing pattern with four uniformly dark outer
primaries forming a striking dark wedge. Also note the predominantly
whitish tail with narrow dark barring and the short, bare tibia.

© Tyne & Wear Archives and Museums
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154. Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, north ltaly, winter, date
unknown. A typical bird, showing deep barring to all primaries.
The darker tip of the outer primaries contrasts with the paler base.

I155. Juvenile Eurasian Curlew, probably N. a. orientalis or intergrade,
northern ltaly, 29th January 1897. Note the extensive marbled effect
on the underside of the outer primary (see plate 149). In the field,
the tips of the primaries would appear darker than the rest of the
feathers, forming a dark wing-tip rather than a dark wedge.

156. Adult male Eurasian Curlew N. a. orientalis, Punjab, India, 10th
November 1918.This individual shows the darkest and most uniform
outer primaries of all taxa of Eurasian Curlew examined, the pattern
is almost identical to that of Slender-billed Curlew.The wing-tip
forms the darkest part of the underwing, but would be hardly visible
against the solid dark wedge.
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is less striking, with the
dark markings on the
underparts being sparser
and often less rounded
than on males (figs. 1 & 5).
A high proportion of
female Slender-billed spe-
cimens show fewer and less
rounded spots than males,
with the blackish subter-
minal mark appearing
slightly less ‘heart-’ or
‘drop-shaped’ and often
more rectangular or
lozenge-shaped — and
thus closer to the spot
shape shown by a minority
of Eurasian Curlews (see
below; fig. 5; plates
176-177).

Hayman et al. (1986),
Engelmoer & Roselaar
(1998) and Steele & Van-
geluwe (2002) remarked
that the underparts of ori-
entalis and suschkini
Eurasian Curlew are
mostly streaked, thus more
similar to juvenile Slender-
billed. Steele & Vangeluwe
also commented that they
were unable to find any
orientalis with rounded or
blob-shaped markings on
the underparts; although a
few arquata showed this,
such birds were in a
minority.

A small minority of
Eurasian Curlews studied
show rounded flank spots
and lack dark flank barring
entirely (fig. 6, plates
176-177). Such birds,
mostly orientalis but also a
few presumed arquata
(collected within the range
of that race), include five
specimens and at least 17
live birds observed in Italy,
Tunisia and Egypt (AC
pers. obs.). On these birds,
the underparts and flanks
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Graham Catley

Mervyn Roos

157. Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Lincolnshire,
March 2010. A particularly small individual: note
the short, narrow bill, and rather short legs.

The underwing immediately rules out the
possibility of Slender-billed Curlew, in particular
the barred outer primaries, with only the tip
appearing dark grey.

159. Eurasian Curlew, Kamperhoek, Flevoland,
the Netherlands, 27th April 2009.This bird was
described as being particularly small and pale,
and considered by the observer to be N. a.
suschkini. Note the short, narrow bill; the rather
pale underparts, including the white underwing;
and the short foot projection beyond the tail.
Compared with Slender-billed Curlew, this bird
has strongly barred outer primaries, a dull
brownish wash to the tail, a bill base that is too
broad and dark flank markings that are rather
thick (juvenile Slender-billed would show a
similar flank pattern but the dark markings
would be narrower).
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158. Eurasian Curlews N. a. arquata, Indfjorden,
Denmark, 30th October 2008. Unusually for
Eurasian Curlew, the upper bird, most probably a
male, shows an extensively white underwing with
unmarked white axillaries, while the two outer-
most primaries appear quite dark with a slight
marbled rather than barred effect. In addition,
the flanks show only faint barring, and the bill is
rather narrow, light and short, the short legs
barely extend beyond the tail-tip. Compared
with Slender-billed Curlew, only two outer
primaries are dark and the tips to all the outer
primaries are darker than the basal colour. The

lower bird, probably a female, is a typical arquata.

160. Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Agersga,
Denmark, 16th October 201 |. Note the white
underwing and axillaries, with just tiny dark
subterminal shaft-streaks, a relatively short bill,
and conspicuous white shafts to the two outer
primaries. However, the bill is deep-based, the
outermost primaries are distinctly barred, the
underwing primary coverts and carpal area
show extensive dark markings and the flanks
are boldly barred.

John Dinesen

Helge Serensen
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162. Whimbrel, presumably N. p. alboaxillaris, Mombasa, Kenya,

161. Eurasian Curlew N.a.
orientalis and Avocets Recurvirostra
avosetta, Hong Kong, 10th
December 2012.The underwing
pattern is extremely similar to
that of some Slender-billed
Curlews, but P7 and P6é are more
heavily barred, and the outer
primaries show contrastingly
dark tips. The dark markings on
the primary coverts match those
shown by Slender-billed Curlew,
and the underwing-coverts are
almost unmarked white. Notably,
the ground colour of the tail of
this bird is exceptionally white,
even the central rectrices appear
white.

if observed/photographed at
distance, is strikingly similar to
that of Slender-billed. Sepa-
rating such birds from Slender-
billed Curlew should be
straightforward on bill struc-
ture alone, yet small Eurasian
Curlews, particularly juveniles
and 2CY males, which combine
such patterning of the under-
parts with a shorter, almost
straight bill, could provide a
significant pitfall.

no date. Note the unmarked white axillaries and underwing-

coverts. Compared with nominate phaeopus, alboaxillaris shows
quite clean and pale underparts and a short bill. The outer

primaries are strikingly barred below.

163. Female Whimbrel, race uncertain, Bahrain, September

1970.The outer four or five primaries appear uniformly dark,
the pattern thus closely resembling Slender-billed Curlew. For
such birds, the head and upperwing pattern, leg colour and bill

pattern should readily establish the identity.

show sharply demarcated, rounded spots,
although the shape is less round/broad than
on typical Slender-billed, with some indi-
vidual flank feathers showing a dark tear-
drop or lanceolate streak. The overall
appearance of the underparts of these birds,
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Supporting criteria

If a potential Slender-billed
Curlew is suspected, meeting
three or more of the
principal characters described
above, the following sup-
porting criteria may help to
reinforce the outcome. In isola-
tion these features are not
diagnostic since there is much
overlap with other curlews.

Loral pattern

Birds photographed in France
(Porter 1984; Duquet 2008),
Morocco (van den Berg 1988
and video by Andy Butler) and
Yemen (Porter 2004) show solid dark lores
(plates 164, 166 & 186). Steele & Vangeluwe
(2002) and van Duivendijk (2011) noted that
dark lores are more consistent with Slender-
billed. Museum specimens reveal this feature
to be variable, however, as in Eurasian
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Curlew. As a general rule, Eurasian typically
has a dark smudge in front of the eye rather
than a dark loral line but we commonly
found birds of both species with an obvious
and well-defined dark loral bar, while others
had plain, unmarked lores.

Colour and pattern of the
axillaries

The unmarked white axillaries of Slender-
billed Curlew are considered an important
identification feature. However, the axillaries
are also white in alboaxillaris Whimbrel and
orientalis and suschkini Eurasian Curlew,
while BWP states that some birds within the
range of nominate arquata show white
unmarked axillaries. Variability in the pattern
of the axillaries of Slender-billed Curlew has
so far not been reported.

Our study established that arquata
Eurasian Curlew can occasionally show
unmarked white or, more commonly, mostly
unmarked white axillaries. Such birds gener-
ally show a few sparse dark markings, mostly
restricted to a dark subterminal bar, dark
flecking or spotting, and/or a dark shaft-
streak (fig. 2, plate 159), but others (n=100)
lacked patterning, with fully white axillaries,
as in orientalis (plates 158, 160 & 179) and
suschkini (Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998; AC
pers. obs.). From specimens and photographs,
the colour and pattern of the axillaries is a
helpful pointer, but the extent of overlap with

other taxa, combined with the difficulty of
establishing whether the axillaries truly lack
any dark markings, or have only small and
restricted markings, makes this a rather unre-
liable character in the field. In addition, we
found no fewer than 60 Slender-billed Curlew
specimens with some of the longest axillaries
partially patterned, showing small shaft/blob-
like black markings (plates 146—-148).

Colour and pattern of the
underwing-coverts

The underwing-coverts of Slender-billed
Curlew are often described as being white
and unmarked rather than patterned, yet this
feature is shared with orientalis and suschkini
Eurasian Curlew and alboaxillaris Whimbrel
(e.g. Steele & Vangeluwe 2002).

All orientalis we examined showed clean,
mostly unmarked underwing-coverts (e.g.
plate 161), most arquata and arquata—orien-
talis intergrades displayed sparse dark mark-
ings on the underwing-coverts — although
some showed almost no patterning and thus
resembled Slender-billed (plates 158 & 160).
Museum specimens revealed at least 20
arquata that showed entirely white under-
wing-coverts. Typically, those with the
whitest and cleanest underwing showed
obvious dark markings on the underwing
primary coverts, sometimes also the marginal
coverts at the carpal joint or even the whole
carpal patch (fig. 2, plates 157-160). Most

164. Slender-billed Curlew (left, probably 2CY based on tertial and underpart patterns and
contrast between the mantle and wing-coverts), Hodeidah, Yemen, January 1984. This photograph
perfectly compares Slender-billed and Eurasian Curlews (right, presumably N. a. orientalis). Note the
conspicuous blackish legs, obviously darker than those of Eurasian. Note also the conspicuous white
‘thigh’ feathering, which leaves just a short length of tibia exposed, and the narrow, delicate and all-
dark bill. The bird has a pot-breasted appearance, with a small head, relatively long wings which
project beyond the tail-tip, and obvious primary projection.
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Slender-billed have entirely unmarked
underwing-coverts and carpal area, although
many show small and usually sparse dusky
subterminal marks on the primary coverts
and leading edge of carpal patch (plates

150-153).
Establishing the precise extent of white on

the underwing in the field is difficult, but this
is still a useful feature for birds examined in
the hand or from photographs.

It is widely thought that the bill provides one
of the most useful means of separating

Slender-billed from other curlews. However,

we found that bill shape, size and colour vary
to such an extent that there is considerable

overlap between Slender-billed and Eurasian
Curlew.

165. Differences in leg colour of three Slender-billed Curlews. Left,
typical adult male (southern Italy, January 1918); centre, juvenile female
(Turkey, 19th December 1867); right, 2CY bird (Sicily, no additional data).
The adult male has black legs, the juvenile has paler, greyer legs, while the
2CY bird’s legs are becoming as dark as those of the adult.

Van den Berg (1988), Gretton (1991) and
Porter (2004) noted that, in live birds, the bill
is almost as dark as the legs, or even darker,
and lacks a pale area at the base of the lower
mandible (although van den Berg observed
that the base of the lower mandible was flesh-
coloured in December but entirely black in
January). Corso (1995, 2000), Serra (1995)
and Serra et al. (1995) found that some birds
might show a pale base to the lower
mandible, up to a third of the length, but not
up to half or more as in Eurasian.

Bill shape is widely commented upon,
with general agreement that Slender-billed
has a less curved and more tapered bill than
Eurasian Curlew. Bill length is rather vari-
able, with the longest-billed Slender-billed
Curlews comparable with some shorter-
billed arquata, mostly juvenile or 2CY males.

Owing to age and
fading, we could not
determine the original
bill colour of most
Slender-billed Curlew
specimens reliably. In
those specimens in
better condition, dark-
billed birds were
typical and appeared
quite different from
specimens of Eurasian
Curlew. We found that
the extent of the pale
area on the lower
mandible of Slender-
billed was too variable
to be diagnostic,
although it is less

166. Two Slender-billed Curlews, Morocco, January 1988. Note the short and delicate bill structure
with a very narrow base, the pale supercilium, long primary projection, long tibial feathering with

short exposed bare tibia, and dark leg coloration.
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Table I. Bill measurements of the 14 shortest-billed juvenile male arquata Eurasian Curlews
(collected in October—December) compared with those of 25 female Slender-billed Curlew

specimens.

Species Slender-billed Curlew adult female
Bill length 83.0-102.0 mm (mean 89 mm, n=25)
Bill width 9.5 mm maximum

Bill depth 11.5 mm maximum

Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata juvenile male
89-99 mm (mean 95.3 mm, n=14)
9.6 mm minimum

11.8 mm minimum

extensive than in most Eurasian Curlews.

Museum specimens showed that the bill of
Slender-billed Curlew is variable in size and
structure (figs. 1 & 7, plates 182 & 183). In a
long series of skins, we compared several
short-billed juvenile male Eurasian Curlews
collected in autumn/winter with some long-
billed adult female Slender-billed Curlews.
Overall bill length was similar, although the
width and depth were always slightly greater
in arquata (table 1).

Table 1 shows that the smallest arquata
can show a bill length shorter than the
longest-billed female Slender-billed Curlew.
In most Eurasian Curlews examined, the bill
has a wider and deeper base than that of
Slender-billed, and lacks the slim, narrow
shape of both sexes of Slender-billed. In a
small minority of Eurasians, the bill has a
narrow base (plates 180, 181 & 184), and
such birds cannot be separated from Slender-
billed in the field using bill structure in isola-
tion. Slender-billed Curlew lacks the bill-tip
expansion typical of Eurasian Curlew, yet we
found several Eurasian Curlews in collections
with a modest to almost non-existent lateral
expansion (although this may be affected by
contraction of the soft part of the bill tip over
time).

Eurasian Curlew generally has a more
strongly decurved bill than Slender-billed;
the Eurasian bill curves for much of its
length, initially gradually but increasingly so
along the distal half. As an identification
feature this was considered unreliable by
Serra (1995), and that was further confirmed
by our measurements, which found sufficient
overlap between the two species to render it
unreliable.

Size and structure

Prater et al. (1977) and BWP state that
Slender-billed Curlew is similar in size to
Whimbrel, and about 20% smaller and
slighter than a full-grown Eurasian Curlew.
Van den Berg (1988) described birds in the
field in Morocco as appearing ‘distinctly
smaller and slimmer than Curlew: only
slightly larger than Black-tailed Godwit
[Limosa limosa]’. However, the largest female
Slender-billed Curlew can have a wing length
that matches that of the smallest male
Eurasian Curlew (table 2).

Slender-billed Curlew is typically a dis-
tinctly smaller and lighter bird. BWP states
that juvenile Eurasian Curlews between July
and December may be 30-100 g lighter than
adults.

that age classes have been combined.

Slender-billed Curlew
female
Wing adult, 258-274 mm (262, 5)
Tail adult, 96-108 mm (102, 5)
Bill 82-96 mm (89.9, 12)
Tarsus 64-69 mm (66.1, 12)
Weight Limited data: September,

France, male 360 g,
Ttaly juv. female 255 g

Table 2. Comparison of size and structure of female Slender-billed Curlew and male Eurasian
Curlew, from BWP. Data show range (mean, sample size). Where age is not specified, it is assumed

Eurasian Curlew
male N. a. arquata

adult, 276-308 mm (293, 46)
adult, 103-117 mm (109, 16)
107-129 mm (120, 58)
71-83 mm (78.5, 21)

540-900 g (742, 124)
in September—October

Eurasian Curlew
male N. a. orientalis

adult, 274-306 mm (292, 12)

123-164 mm (136, 23)
74-88 mm (82.3, 18)
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167. Adult female Slender-billed Curlew, Sardinia,
Italy, March 1901 (same bird as in plate 148).
Note the entirely white ground colour to the
tail, with relatively few broad, irregular dark bars.

169. Eurasian Curlew N. a. orientalis, Punjab, India, December 1914
(right) and Slender-billed Curlew (left), Germany, May. With wear and
bleaching, differences in tail ground colour become negligible.

Size is not always easy to judge, however,
and we have observed and photographed
small, pale Eurasian Curlews in the Western
Palearctic (fig. 2, drawn from the bird in
plates 180 & 181) that appeared clearly
smaller than a typical Eurasian Curlew. Corso
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168. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew, Rome,
Italy, December 1907. Note the white ground
colour, and the wider and more regular tail
barring compared with the bird in plate 167.
Compared with Slender-billed, arquata Eurasian
Curlew has a brown tone to its tail, this being
particularly pronounced on the central pair of
feathers (although when bleached, faded or
abraded, it appears paler) — see plate 191.

& Marangoni (in
prep.) found at least
one specimen of a very
small bird identified as
Eurasian Curlew (plate
185).

Wing-tip to
tail-tip ratio

From photographs and
video it is evident that
the wings of Slender-
billed Curlew project
beyond the tail-tip (e.g.
plates 164, 166, 186 &
187). This feature is
usually not visible
in Eurasian Curlew,
although we have seen
a few birds where the
wings appeared to
project slightly beyond
the tail. In specimens
studied, this feature is clearly visible
(although specimen preparation may have
exaggerated the projection). We were unable
to determine how effective it might be in the
field, but we consider it an important and
helpful supporting character.
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170. Eurasian Curlew N. a. orientalis, Hong Kong, 6th December 2012. The faded ground colour of
the tail of this bird appears almost white, while the muddy legs and bill appear almost as dark as

those of Slender-billed Curlew

Primary projection

Slender-billed Curlew has a longer primary
projection than Eurasian, giving an attenu-
ated appearance to the rear end (plates 164,
166, 186 & 187). From the few good photos
where this can be judged, it appears that
three or four primary tips project beyond the
tip of the longest tertial, while on adult
Eurasian Curlew this is limited to two or
three.

Establishing the number of projecting pri-
maries from specimens proved difficult,
given the variation in extent of abrasion,
preparation technique, etc. but 3—4 primary
tips seemed to hold true for the best-
preserved skins.

Uppertail-covert and
rump pattern

We found that the rump
and, especially, the upper-
tail-coverts are more
strongly patterned in
Eurasian than Slender-
billed Curlew (plates 190 &
191), but with a degree of
variation. Generally, the
rump and uppertail-
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coverts are cleaner and brighter white in
Slender-billed, with any dark markings being
more rounded rather than streaks or bars.
However, this pattern is variable in Eurasian
Curlew; occasional arquata and many orien-
talis show less well-marked rumps, or some-
times an unmarked white rump with
(mostly) dark lanceolate shaft-streaks on the
uppertail-coverts, but sometimes also dark,
round spots as in typical Slender-billed.

We agree with Engelmoer & Roselaar
(1998) in that suschkini Eurasian Curlew
shows a cleaner and less marked white rump
and uppertail-coverts than typical arquata,
thus appearing more similar to many
Slender-billed Curlews and alboaxillaris

171. Typical adult Slender-billed Curlew, Tuscany, Italy, March 1909.
The dense black spotting is distributed uniformly over the breast,
with the spots becoming larger and more heart-shaped on the flanks.
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172. Juvenile female Slender-billed Curlew, Sicily, Italy (no date).
Note the extensive, narrow streaking on the throat, breast and
flanks, and narrow barring on the lower flanks. The breast shows a
duller ground colour compared with that of an adult.

173. The underparts of three Slender-billed Curlews: upper, 2CY
bird (Sicily, no additional data), showing scattered adult-type feathers
among otherwise juvenile breast and flank feathers; centre, juvenile
female (Turkey, 19th December 1867), showing streaked pattern;
lower, adult male (southern Italy, 20th January 1918), showing spotted
pattern. All show uniformly dark undersides to the outer primaries.

174. A particularly long-billed juvenile female Slender-billed Curlew
(lowers; Sicily, no date), and a juvenile Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata
with broken bill from England (August). Note the similarity in juvenile
plumage between these two species.

Whimbrel. We also found
some Slender-billed with
less rounded marks and
dark lanceolate shaft-
streaks. This character is
probably of little value in
the field but may be more
useful in the museum.

Supercilium

We found that many
Slender-billed Curlews
show a clean, well-demar-
cated supercilium, which
tends to be better defined
in males (plates 164, 166,
182, 183, 186 & 187). It is
broader and well defined
in front of the eye, with an
almost snipe-like appear-
ance, but becomes nar-
rower and more diffuse
behind the eye. Not all
birds fitted this classic
appearance and on some
specimens the supercilium
extended as far back as the
nape, enhancing the
capped appearance. Occa-
sionally, Eurasian Curlews
show a clean and well-
marked supercilium that
extends beyond the eye.
We examined some speci-
mens of Eurasian (mainly
orientalis), and have fre-
quently seen birds in the
field, with a conspicuous
supercilium almost as well
marked as in Slender-
billed Curlew (e.g. plate
192). Furthermore, no
fewer than 45 Slender-
billed Curlew specimens
lacked a clean, unmarked
supercilium (although this
is often difficult to judge in
skins). At best, this is an
indicative feature.

Capped appearance
We concluded that the
more capped appearance
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of Slender-billed Curlew,
albeit well marked in some
individuals (plate 186), is
rather variable, and often
related to the strength of the
supercilium (above). We
found that many short-billed
birds have a more distinctly
capped appearance, possibly
because the supercilium
appears to be wider and
cleaner, mostly in front of and
above the eye. Some longer-
billed females have a warm,
brownish-tinged cap, but this
is less prominent because it
shows little contrast with a
duller and more streaked
supercilium. Some arquata
also show a capped appear-
ance and pale supercilium, so
this combination of features is
not unique to Slender-billed.

Unreliable criteria

The following characters have,
at some time, been proposed
as being either supportive or
diagnostic of Slender-billed
Curlew. We found several of
these characters to be mis-
leading and unreliable, and
consider that they should play
no part in the identification of
Slender-billed Curlew.

Pectoral band

On Slender-billed Curlew, the
contrast between the clouded
streaks on the breast and the
spots on the flanks and belly
has been variously described
as a pectoral or breast band,
even likened to that of a
Common Actitis hypoleucos or Pectoral Sand-
piper Calidris melanotos (van den Berg 1988;
Serra et al. 1995; Cleeves 1998). The ground
colour of the breast and neck is often
regarded as variable, for example being
described as grey (Smith 1963), white
(Hartert 1912-21; Marchant 1984), light
cream (Wijmenga & van Dijk 1985) and pale
brownish (van den Berg 1988), although

billed Curlew.
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175. Left to right: juvenile female Slender-billed Curlew (Turkey,
19th December 1867), juvenile female Slender-billed Curlew
(Sicily, no date), Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, (age and sex
unknown, Essex, December 1895), and juvenile male Eurasian
Curlew N. a. arquata (Sussex, September 1869). Note the
variability in underpart ground colour and similarities between
juvenile Slender-billed Curlew and arquata Eurasian.

176. Underparts of adult Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Italy
(no other data). The spotted underparts of this distinctive
individual lack barring and resemble those of female Slender-

most authors emphasise how lighting condi-
tions affect the appearance of this colour.

Specimens reveal considerable variation in
the division between the clouded breast
streaking and the cleaner flank and belly
spotting, and on several Slender-billed
Curlews this breast band is absent. Moreover,
a similar underpart pattern can be shown by
any taxon of Eurasian Curlew.

Justin Jansen © NHM, Tring
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177. Adult female Eurasian Curlew, perhaps an
arquatalorientalis intergrade, southern ltaly (no
other data). Some Eurasian Curlews lack flank
barring and show a body pattern similar

to that of some (female) Slender-billed Curlews.

A short-billed, juvenile male would appear even
closer to Slender-billed.

Upperwing pattern

Contrast between dark outer and paler inner
primaries is mentioned by several authors as a
useful field mark for Slender-billed Curlew.
From skins and all relevant photographs of
live birds, we concluded that Slender-billed

178. The pattern of limited dark
markings on the longest axillaries of this
2CY Slender-billed Curlew (Lazio, Italy,
March 1900) has not previously been
documented for this species — normally
they would be entirely white.
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shows broader and cleaner white notches on
the inner primaries and outer secondaries
than most arquata Eurasian Curlews (fig. 8;
plates 151 & 188). These notches are some-
times so wide that the inner webs of the inner
primaries (P1-P6), as well as the outer and
middle secondaries, could, in strong light,
appear almost entirely white with just sparse,
irregular dark barring. Furthermore, the con-
trast between the outer and inner ‘hand’ is
emphasised by the blackish outer primaries
(less dark in an average arquata). Yet our field
observations of several thousand Eurasian
Curlews reveal that a similar pattern is shown
by some Eurasian Curlews; mainly orientalis,
but also arquata or intergrades between the
two, show a strongly contrasting pattern (fig.
8). Similarly, the presence of contrasting
white primary shafts to the outer primaries
(P10-P9 sometimes also P8), reported as
typical of Slender-billed (e.g. Serra et al.
1995), is also commonly shown by Eurasian
Curlews, again primarily orientalis but also
some arquata. The upperwing pattern is of
little or no value for identifying Slender-billed
Curlew.

The upperwing of all races of Whimbrel is
quite uniform. Even in the palest alboaxillaris
(which may initially appear quite Slender-
billed Curlew-like), the inner primaries will
appear as dark as the outer primaries, or at
most show a slight contrast.

Undertail-coverts

In 80 Slender-billed Curlew specimens, 58 had
clean white and unmarked undertail-coverts,
while the remainder showed limited dark
markings (mostly restricted to some dark
shaft-streaks on the lateral and longest under-
tail-coverts, while some showed heart-shaped

179. Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Venezia, Italy,
September 1896.The completely white and unmarked
axillaries of this Eurasian Curlew match the pattern of
most Slender-billed Curlews.

British Birds 107 « June 2014 < 339-370
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spots similar to those on
the belly and vent). Most
Eurasian Curlews showed
denser markings and more
distinctly patterned under-
tail-coverts, with the mark-
ings being wider and often
appearing triangular or
barred. Typically, orientalis
shows unmarked undertail-
coverts, often tinged buffish
or creamy, but in many
cases they are unmarked,
clean white, as in Slender-
billed Curlew. Putative
suschkini (AC pers. obs.)
also shows unmarked
whitish undertail-coverts,
while variation among
Whimbrels is also marked.

Upperparts

We found that fringing
and spotting on the feather
edges in typical Eurasian
Curlew is broader and
warmer than on Slender-
billed, but we also found
that the colour and pattern
of the upperparts is highly
variable and lacks any
identification relevance.

180 & 181. A very small Eurasian Curlew (left bird in upper photo,
right bird in lower), Sicily, August 2010.This was the smallest bird
in a flock of c. 150 Eurasian Curlews. It showed an entirely white,

unmarked underwing, a short and narrow bill that appeared almost

Contrast between
mantle, scapulars
and wing-coverts
There is no obvious con-
trast when birds display
the same generation of
feathers — i.e. all juvenile
or all adult. In all 2CY
curlews, there is contrast between the fresh
body feathers and the retained juvenile wing-
coverts after the partial post-juvenile moult,
the former appearing darker than the com-
paratively worn and faded juvenile feathers.

Curlew call.

Crown-stripe

In museum collections, we found several
Slender-billed Curlew specimens with a
narrow and poorly marked crown-stripe.
This never approached the contrast or defini-
tion shown by even a poorly patterned
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straight in the field, round flank spots, short legs and a pale tail.
Similar birds, occasionally observed by the authors and others in

the Western Palearctic over the last 20 years, may have resulted in
spurious claims of Slender-billed Curlew.This bird was separated
from Slender-billed Curlew by the following: pattern of underwing
primaries typical of Eurasian Curlew, proportionately longer exposed
bare tibia (when observed on the ground), short primary projection,
wing-tips falling level with the tail-tip, pale legs and typical Eurasian

Whimbrel, including the palest alboaxillaris.
Eurasian Curlews with a similarly indistinct
crown-stripe are not unusual.

Eye-ring

Several authors consider that Slender-billed
Curlew displays a conspicuous eye-ring. This
is difficult to assess on museum specimens,
since its prominence depends largely on the
way a skin is prepared and dried. Photo-
graphs of Slender-billed Curlews in France
(Porter 1984), Morocco (van den Berg 1988)

363

Andrea Corso

Andrea Corso



Andrea Corso © MCZR

Andrea Corso © MCZR

Andrea Corso © MCZR

Corso et al.

182. Comparison of adult male (left, Lazio, Italy, 23rd March 1898),
and adult female (right, Stagno di Nucarninis-Serramanna, Sardinia,
Italy, March 1901) Slender-billed Curlews. Frequently, the bill of the
female is not only longer than that of the male, but also appears
stronger, with a deeper base (more similar to some Eurasian Curlews).

183. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew, Sicily, December 1897.This
bird shows a mostly dark bill, which is narrow-based, with a pale
area restricted to the base of the lower mandible.

184. A short-billed adult male Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata,Venezia,
Italy, September 1896. Compare the overall length, structure and
curvature of the bill of this bird with those of the Slender-billed
Curlew in the previous plate. The narrow base and thin tip (with no
lateral expansion) is unusual for Eurasian Curlew, and the pale area at
the base of the lower mandible is fairly restricted and resembles that
of some (mostly female) Slender-billed.

and Yemen (Porter 2004)
show a distinct eye-ring.
However, a photo of
Eurasian Curlew in Yemen
(Porter 2004) shows it to
have a more conspicuous
eye-ring than that of the
accompanying Slender-
billed Curlew (plate 164).
The prominence of the
eye-ring is undoubtedly
influenced by contrast
with the dark eye-stripe,
being most pronounced
when the surrounding
feathering is darker. Field
observations of Eurasian
Curlew, especially orien-
talis, reveal that the promi-
nence of the eye-ring does
not differ significantly
from that of Slender-billed
Curlew in photos, and may
occasionally appear better
marked.

White chin

A well-defined white chin
patch has been suggested
as a feature of Slender-
billed Curlew. Specimens
show that the extent of
white on the chin and
throat varies and, although
we have not encountered a
bird in which it extended
under the ear-coverts, the
extent of overlap among
the different curlew species
renders this feature of little
use for identification.

Foot projection

We are unable to confirm
that foot projection
beyond the tail of Slender-
billed Curlew differs from
that of other curlews
(Cleeves 2002; Steele &
Vangeluwe 2002). Being
shorter-legged, Slender-
billed Curlew should in
theory have a shorter foot
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projection than Eurasian,
especially the longer-
legged orientalis. Yet
during field observations
of Eurasian Curlews, we
have seen birds showing
almost no foot projection
(e.g. plates 157 & 160).

Potentially useful
characters

The following features
could potentially be useful
in identifying Slender-
billed Curlew and they are
described briefly here, for
completeness.

185. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew (right, Maccarese, Rome,
Lazio, Italy, 23rd March 1898) compared with a small juvenile
Numenius (left, Veneto, northeast Italy, st August 1896).The identity
of the latter is believed to be Eurasian Curlew but it shares many
features with Slender-billed, including similar overall measurements, a

very short and narrow bill, and an outer primary pattern that closely

Voice

The only recording of an
undisputed Slender-billed
Curlew was made by Adam
Gretton in January 1990 at
Merja Zerga (Chappuis 2000). In this the bird
gives a familiar ‘cour-lee’ call, similar to that
of Eurasian Curlew, but is sweeter, higher-
pitched, faster and towards the end becomes
a giggling trill. A flight (alarm?) call is
sharper and shorter ‘cu-ee’. The last of these
wintering Moroccan birds were thought to be
adult males, and we are not aware of

any difference among the calls given

by females, or other age classes (Tom

van der Have in litt.). The recordings

said to be of Slender-billed Curlews

from the flock reportedly observed in

Italy in January 1995 (Serra et al.

1995; Chappuis 2000) are actually of
Eurasian Curlews (van den Berg 2001;

M. Robb pers. comm.).

Jizz
Many authors describe the jizz of
Slender-billed as different from that of
Eurasian Curlew. For example, Steele
& Vangeluwe (2002) described the
head of Slender-billed Curlew as
appearing more ‘angled” with a square
nape or rear crown, while Serra et al.
(1995) remarked that ‘they usually
adopt a more upright posture than
other curlew species’.

Based on observations of Slender-
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matches that of Slender-billed. Other characters are a better fit
for arquata Eurasian, including the deeper base to the bill. A DNA
sample has been taken and the findings will be published when
available (Corso & Marangoni in prep.).

billed Curlew by Brosselin (1968), Porter
(1984, 2004), van den Berg (1988), Corso
(1996) and Duquet (2008), we have distilled
the following digest of jizz and behaviour —
these are inevitably indicative at best in terms
of identification. Compared with Eurasian,
Slender-billed has an elegant character, with a
well-proportioned body, more compact as a

186. Slender-billed Curlew, Morocco, January 1991.This
photograph nicely illustrates the short exposed tibia and
long ‘thigh’ feathering, the long primary projection, and
the head pattern (with a broad, clean supercilium, dark
lores and capped appearance). The legs are dark grey-
brown rather than blackish, possibly due to staining
and/or the bright light. Note also the rather short,
thick-necked appearance, similar to that of Whimbrel.
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187. Two Slender-billed Curlews, Morocco, January 1988.The slim appearance creates an
attenuated jizz quite different from that of the much heavier Eurasian Curlew.

188. Two Slender-billed Curlews, Morocco, January 1988
(same birds as in plate 187). Note the contrasting, almost
black-and-white, effect of the upperwing. In strong light many
Eurasian Curlews, particularly orientalis, show a similar effect.
This image emphasises how the pattern of the outer wing
depends on wing position and light; here, the upper bird
shows a more uniformly dark outer wing with less contrast.
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result of its shorter neck and legs,
although the slimmer rear end of
the body (with a longer primary
projection and the wing-tip pro-
jection beyond the tail) gives an
attenuated structure. It has a gen-
erally less hump-backed and a
more pot-breasted (rather than
‘pot-vented’) appearance than
Eurasian (fig. 9). In flight, the
wings are narrower and show a
more pointed ‘hand’. The wing
action is fast, probably faster than
in Eurasian Curlew, with quicker
wingbeats. The gait is reported as
being fast, with a walking style
closer to that of the smaller shore-
birds and lacking the ponderous,
slow and alert character of
Eurasian. Van den Berg (1988)
mentioned ‘movements not much
different from those of Black-
tailed Godwit, with two to three
steps per second while watching
soil, and, every two to four steps,
pecking to ground’

An open question:

some small curlews that
resemble Slender-billed
Curlew

At this point we would like to
draw attention to field observa-
tions in Italy, mostly from Sicily
and Puglia, and also to specimens
held in the Museo Civico di
Zoologia di Roma (MCZR), in

British Birds 107 « June 2014 < 339-370



Identification of Slender-billed Curlew

Rome and two private col-
lections, of unidentified
curlews that are smaller
than any of the known
races of Eurasian Curlew
and are comparable in size
with Slender-billed Curlew
(Corso & Marangoni in
prep). These birds also
show an unmarked white
underwing, narrow bill,
and white rump (though
with wider and more
obvious dark markings
than in typical Slender-
billed) and undertail-
coverts with few or no
detectable markings (see
fig. 2 drawn from the birds
in plates 180-181 & 185
and field notes by AC).
Most also show a distinc-
tively pale tail, with only
the central rectrices being
slightly duller, and thus
not clean white as Slender-
billed shows. We believe
these birds to be Eurasian
Curlews but have failed to
assign them to a specific
race (short-billed suschkini
could be involved
although the bill would be
significantly shorter than
the literature suggests).
The call of these birds
fitted that of Eurasian
Curlew, the underside of
the primaries was fully
barred (or at least showed
more extensive barring on
the inner primaries than
would be typical for
Slender-billed), the legs
were pale, lead-grey and
the bare tibia proportion-
ally similar to Eurasian
Curlew. Very few observers are aware of the
existence of these birds and their identifica-
tion has not been discussed in the literature.
Such birds are likely to confuse even the
most experienced observer unaware of the
potential pitfall.

rectrices.
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189. Adult male Slender-billed Curlew in fresh plumage, Lazio, Italy,
23rd March 1898.This bird shows a typically bright, unmarked rump
and lower back, white uppertail-coverts, the longest showing a
narrow, dark lanceolate shaft-streak.

190. Adult female Slender-billed Curlew, Sardinia, Italy, March 1901.
This bird shows stronger patterning on the rump and uppertail-
coverts, with dark markings matching those on the underparts.

191. Adult male Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Venezia, Italy, September
1896 (same bird as plates 179 & 184). This bird shows heavy barring
on the uppertail-coverts and a strong brownish wash on the central

Discussion and conclusions

Given the degree of overlap in many of the
characters we examined in this study, elimi-
nating an unusual or atypical Eurasian
Curlew is the critical first step in identifying
Slender-billed Curlew (either when assessing
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192. Eurasian Curlew N. a. arquata, Lincolnshire,
March 2010 (same bird as in plate 157).The
upright posture of this small individual might
initially be confusing in the field at distance.
The bill has a fairly narrow base and is unusually
short for Eurasian Curlew, and the pale grey
legs show a relatively short exposed tibia.

old records or when judging a contemporary
one). Some (ideally all) of the principal iden-
tification criteria should be established as
being consistent with Slender-billed, along
with as many of the supporting characters as
possible. Nowadays, without supporting
photographs and/or sound recordings, any
claim of this critically endangered curlew will
inevitably be treated with some scepticism.

We agree with van den Berg (1988) and
Mlikovsky (2004) in believing that several
birds identified as Slender-billed Curlew and
published as such in the literature are
misidentified Eurasian Curlews, some being
short-billed immature male arquata or orien-
talis displaying a clean white underwing and
a contrasting upperwing. The extent of varia-
tion within the central Asian alboaxillaris
Whimbrel and suschkini Eurasian Curlew
requires further investigation.

A re-evaluation of all records from coun-
tries outside the traditionally accepted range
is required, together with recent (post 1990)

193. Adult Eurasian Curlew, presumed N. a. orientalis, Eilat, Israel, March 2009. A very pale-looking
bird with narrowly streaked underparts. Note that, chiefly when a bird is walking, the tibial
feathering (‘thighs’) may appear long, as in Slender-billed Curlew although less conspicuous

and ‘full’. The exposed tibia is typically long. This bird has unusually dark legs.
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claims from countries within the recognised
breeding and wintering ranges, and from the
migration routes. The acceptance criteria of
rarities committees should be re-evaluated
and strengthened so that only those records
that meet the highest standards are accepted.
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