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. An Account of an Englith Bird of the Genus Motacilla,
Suppofed to-be. bitherto unnoticed by Britith Ornithologifts ;
obferved by the Rev. John Lightfoot, M. 4. F. R. S. In a
Letter to Sir Jofeph Banks, Bart, P. R. S.

Read November 18, 1784,
S 1R, Uxbridge, Nov. 20, 1983.

AS every difcovery in natural hiftory is efteemed worthy the
notice of that Society which was inftituted on purpofe to
improve natural knowledge, I have taken the liberty to fend
you a defcuptlon and drawmg of a bird which haunts the
reeds of the river Coln, in the ne1ghbou1hood of Uxbridge,
and which feems to have hitherto efcaped the notice of writers
.on Britith Ormthology, and therefore fome account and de-
{cription of it will not, I truft, be unacceptable to the Society
.over which you fo laudably prefide.

The neft and eggs of the bird I am about ‘to defcribe firft
attraGed my attention, ahd led to: the difcovery of the bird
itfelf. 'They were repeatedly brought by a fitherman on the
Usxbridge river, in the parith of Denham, to her grace the
Duchefs Dowager of Portland, who firft communicated them
to me. They were fuppofed by the fitherman to belong to the
Sedge-bird of PENNANT, or Motacilla Salicaria of LINNZUS 3 but
being well acquainted with the neft and eggs of this, I was very
fure he was miftaken, though he a&tually produced this bird as
the true proprietor of the fubjets in queftion. The ftructure

and pofition of the neft havinga fingular appearance, and both
that
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Mr. Licurroor’s Aecount of a new Englith Bird. ¢

that and the eggs belonging to a bird unknown to me, I became
defirous of finding out the fecret architect, and to that end made
ufe of fuch means as I thought moft likely to promote the
dilcovery.

In a fhort time my expeftations were gratified ; for on the
26th day of July, 1783, intelligence was brought me, that
fuch a neft as I wanted was found. I had given pre-
vious diretion, that it fhould not be difturbed before I had
feen it. Upon examination, I inftantly perceived it to be of
the fame kind and ftru&ure with that under enquiry, contain-
ing two eggs, and two young ones juft excluded from the fhell.
One of the old birds was fitting at this time upon the neft,
which a perfon in company attempting to feize, it flew at him
with fo much refentment and acrimony, as to draw blood from
the hand that dared to moleft its inftin&ive operations. Both
the parent birds continued hovering about their neft with much
watchful care and anxiety, while I made feveral attempts to
take them ahve but, ﬁndlng all endeavours in vain, left I
fhould lofe the opportunity of examining them with accuracy,
I at length, with relu&ance, caufed them to be thot. From
thefe fpec1mens the following defcriptions were made, which,
with an accurate drawing of one of them, together with its
neft and egg, are humbly {ubmitted to your notice.

From the generic characters delivered by Linn&us, our bird
muft evidently be reduced to the family of his Mozacilla, for it
has a weak, flender, fubulate bill, almoft ftraight; the man-
dibles nearly equal; the noftrils oval and naked, or not covered
with briftles ; the tongue lacerated at the extremity ; the legs
{lender ; the toes divided to the origin, except that the exterior
one is joined, at the under part of the laft joint, to the middle
toe; the claws of nearly equal length.

Vor. LXXV. C The
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'The male and female have the fame coloured plumage, fo
that one defcription will ferve for both. They differ a little in
{ize, but their external appearance is the fame. They are both
larger than the Pettychaps defcribed by WILLouGHBY 5 {maller
than the White-throat, and nearly of the fame fize with the
IV illow-wren 5 but to be more particular.

The cock-bird weighed, when juft killed, exaétly feven
pennyweights and nine grains; the hen fix pennyweights and
nine grains, or one pennyweight lefs.

‘The males meafured, from tip to tip of the extended wings,
feven inches and a half; the female fix and three-quarters.

From the end of the bill to the extremity of the tail, the
~ock meafured five inches and a half; the hen only five
thes.
~ The bill in both meafured half an inch, which is longer
in proportion than in moft of this genus. The upper mandi-
ble is of a dark horn colour, flightly incurved near the extre=
mity, with a minute indenture on either fide near the point
the Jower 1s pale red or flefh-coloured, with a thade of yellow 3
the infide of the mouth deep orange-coloured; the tip of the
tongue cloven and ciliated ; the noftrils oval, and deftitute of a
briftly covering; but at the bafe of the upper mandible, on
either fide, near the angle of the mouth, arife three fhort vi-
brife pointing downwards, black at their fummits, white at
their bafes; a circumftance common to many others of this
genus. The 77is of the eye is olive-brown ; the pupil black.
The thort feathers of the orbits or eye-lathes are of a dirty
white colour. From the corner of each eye to the noftril is a
broad ftroke or band of tawny-white feathers, lying over each
other, and running narroweft towards the bill ; this affords an
excellent mark to diftinguith the {pecies.

' The
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The feathers of the head, neck, back, coverts of the wings and
rump, are of an olive-brown, with a flight tinge of green. The
quill and tail feathers are all of a darker hue, or fimply brown ;
their outward edges of a paler fhade. The tail is two inches
long, flightly cuneated, the middle feathers being a little longer
than the reft, the others gradually fhorter ; all of one uniform
dun-brown colour edged with paler brown, and a little wedge-
thaped at their ends.

The chin is white ; the throat, breaft, belly, and parts about
the vent, are white with a flight fhade of buff or tawny;
but all thefe feathers (as in feveral others of this genus) when
blown afunder, or clofely examined, are found to have their
bafe or lower half black, except the fhafts, which are
white throughout.

The ridge and under coverts of the exterior angle of the
wing are of a yellowifh-tawny colour, as are alfo the feathers
of the thighs; but thofe of the knees are a thade darker, or a
pale yellowith brown.

The legs are a light olive; the foles of the feet bright yel-
low, with a tinge of green, which foon fades after the bird is
dead. 'The inftep is covered with feven large imbricated fcales,
and five fmaller on the toes, as in others of the genus. The
toes ftand three before, and one behind : the claws are nearly
of equal length and curvature; but the hindmoft is thickeft
and ftrongeft.

- From the foregoing remarks it is evident, that the bird men-

tioned is a fpecies of Moracilla, which, as I can find no fuch

defcribed by any fyftematic writer, I fhall venture to name,
after the LINNZAN manner,

Motacilla (arundinacea) fupra olivaceo-fufca, {ubtusalbida,

doris et orbitis fulco-albefcentibus, angulo carpi fubtus

Ca Tuteo-
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luteo-fulvo, cauda fubcuneata fufca, plantis Iuteoe
virefcentibus.

In regard to {ynonyms, the only author I ¢an find who cam:
be fufpeted of having noticed this bird is Sepp, who, in a late
fplendid work, in the Dutch linguage, intituled, Nederlandiche.
Vogelen (fol.chart.max.) p. 101.has defcribed and figured a bird,
under the name of Turdus arundinaceus minimus, called in Hol~
land Karrakietje, which in many refpefts agrees with our bird 5
but as the colour of the wings in that figure 1s made a reddifh:
brown, inftead of an olive-brown; and the tawny-white Lora:
(a moft effential chara&ter to diftinguifh the {pecies) are not at
all exprcﬁ'ed 5 and the eggs are made to be of a pale-bluth colour
with dark fpots, inftead of a dirty-white with olive {pots; k
cannot pronounce for certain, that the bird there intended by
that writer is the fame which. we have noew deferibed 5 though,.
if fome allowance be made for ill-colouring and other omif~
fions, it may poflibly have been defigned for the fame {pecies.

As we have already a bird, called in Englith the #illow-
wren 3 ours, being nearly of the fame fize and fhape, as well as
the fame genus, may, from its haunts, not improperly be
denominated the Reed-wren..

It frequents the banks of the river Coln near Uxbridge, as
far as from Harefield-Moor down to Iver, about the fpace of
five miles, and very probably moft other parts of the fame
river, though not as yet obferved.

It is alfo certainly found in the neighbourhood of Dartford
m Kent, from whence a neft and eggs were communicated by
theingenious Mr. Laruam of that place, but without know-
ledge of the bird to which they belonged; fo that there is
little doubt but that it may be found i many parts of the
kingdom.

Its
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Its food is infe@s, at leaft in part, for I obferved it catching
flies. It hops continually from fpray to fpray, or from one
reed to another, putting itfelf into a ftooping pofture before it
moves. 1 heard it make no other than a fingle note, not un-
like the found of the word peep, uttered in a low plaintive
tone; but this might probably be only a note of diftrefs, and
it may have, perhaps, more pleafing and melodious ones at
other times, with which I am unacquainted.

The neft of this bird is a moft curious ftructure, unlike that
of any other T am acquainted with, enough to point out the:
difference of the fpecies, if every other charadter was wanting..

It may not be amifs here to obferve, that there is fuch a
manifeft diverfity in the materials, locality, and formation of’
nefts, and fuch variety of colours in the eggs of many birds.
(in other refpeéts hard to be diftinguithed), that it is pity thiss
part of Ornithology has not been more attended to. Iam well
eonvinced, that as many fpecies of #nfets, nearly allied to. each.
other in: colours and thape, and reputed to be only varieties, are-
frequently, from a due attention to their /arve (which are often
extremely different), difcovered to be fpecies fotally diftiné? 5 {o,:
amongft birds of fimilar genus and feather, their true differences
may be often: found by carefully obferving their nefts and eggs,
when other charaters are fo. minute, in the birds themfelves,,
as- to be diftinguithed with difficulty. By experience I have:
found this to be remarkably verified in {fome of the Lark kind.

But to return to the neft I was going to defcribe.. It is com-
pofed: externally of dry ftalks of grafs, lined, for the moft:
part, with the flowery tufts of the common reed, or Arundo:
vallatoria, but {ometimes with {mall dead grafles, and a fewr
black horfe-hairs to cover them. This neft is ufually found!

fufpended!



14. Mr. Licurroor’s decount of

fufpended or faftened on, like a hammock, between three or
four ftalks of reeds, below the panicles of flowers, in fuch a
manner that the ftalks run through the fides of the nefts at
nearly equal diftances; or, to {peak more properly, the neft
1s tied on to the reeds with dead grafs, and fometimes (as being
more eligible when it can be had) even with #hread and pack-
thread, emulating the work of a fempftrefs, as was the cafe of
the neft exhibited in the drawing. The bird, however, though
generally, does not always confine her building to the fupport
of reeds; fometimes fhe fixes it on to the branches of the
IVater-dock 3 and, in one inftance only (that here delineated),
it was found faftened to the trifurcated branch of a Syringa
buth, or Philadelphus, growing in a garden hedge by the river
ade.

She lays commonly four eggs; the ground colour a dirty
white, ftained all over with dull olive-coloured {fpots, but
chiefly at the greater end, where are generally feen two or
three {mall irregular black fcratches; but thefe are fometimes
{carcely vifible.

I muft not omit, that both the neft and eggs which I have
now defcribed, whether defigned for the fame or not, are well
exprefled by Sepp, in the work above cited, under the article
Turdus Calamoxenus, ox Rietvinck, p. 97.3 butas the bird there
reprefented is evidently the Motacilla Sylvia, LiN. or common
White-throat (which is known to make a very different neft), I
am inclined to believe, that the author, by miftake, placed a
bird and neft in the fame plate which do not belong to each

other.
I have reafon to think, that the bird I have been charac-

terizing 1s a bird of migration; for the inhabitants on the fides
2 of



Vol l

Philos. Trans




a new Englith Bird, 15
of the Coln do not recolle& ever to have feen it in the winter
months ; and its food being infects, itis probable, it muft be
obliged to fhift its quarters for a warmer climate at the ap-

proach of a fevere feafon; but this at prefent is only matter of
conjecture, and not certainty.

Iam, &c.

JOHN LIGHTFOOT.




