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By Steve Mulkeen

Species: Blyth's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus reguloides
Location: Chi Gu “Area A" (woodlot north of the
Tsengwen River), Tainan County.

Date: 28th September 2006

Observers: Steve Mulkeen (SMM), Lee Xin Xue (LXX).
Time: From about 0810-0910 (always in view).

Distance from bird: Very close, often less than 10 metres.
Optics: 10x40 Leica Ultravid binoculars (SMM).
Weather: Sunny. Proximity to bird rendered viewing
conditions superb. Wind not noted.

Previous experience of species: Poor but one. A Blyth’
s Leaf Warbler was found and watched at close range and
for up to three hours at the same location on st October
2001.

Experience of similar species: rather good and
increasing the longer [ spend in Taiwan! My
“Phylloscopus list” comprises;

Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus (UK). Common
Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita (UK), Iberian
Chiffchaff Phylloscopus brehmii (Spain), Western
Bonelli's Warbler Phylioscopus bonelli (UK), Eastern
Bonelli's Warbler Phylloscopus orientalis (Israel), Wood
Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix (UK), Dusky Warbler
Phylloscopus fuscatus (UK/Taiwan), Radde’s Warbler
Phylloscopus schwarzi (UK/Taiwan) Pallas’s Leaf
Warbler Phylloscopus proregulus (UK/Taiwan), Yellow-
browed Warbler Phylloscopus inornatus (UK/Taiwan),
Hume’s Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus humei (UK/Taiwan).
Arctic Warbler Phylloscopus borealis (UK/Taiwan), Two-

barred Warbler Phylloscopus plumbeitarsus (Matzu/
Taiwan), Sakhalin Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus borealoides
(Taiwan), Eastern Crowned Warbler Phylloscopus
coronatus (Taiwan), Tjima's Leal Warbler Phylloscopus
ijimae (Taiwan) and Blyth's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus
reguloides (Taiwan).

Species present for comparison: This individual was
with a flock of Japanese White-eyes Zosterops japonicus,
which also contained a single Arctic Warbler.

Account of Find:

Although Chi Gu is my second home and birding very
much my “first love”, I had been having a torrid time of
it this particular autumn. I had begun the year with the
audacious plan of recording 400 species in a single year
in Taiwan and, whilst being on course to do that, had
been stagnated around the 390 mark for over two weeks
before the discovery of this bird.

Whilst the autumn had produced quite a staggering array
of rare finds for me (including no fewer than four Asian
Paradise Flycatchers Terpisphone paradisi, four Eastern
Crowned Warblers, two Sakhalin Leaf Warblers and two
Hair-crested Drongos Dicrurus hottentottus) 1 hadn’t
actually “needed” any of these species for my “big year
list™ (talk about being spoilt!), having already recorded
them all during the spring passage period. To add insult
to injury, I had dipped on all of Ruddy Kingfisher, Black-
winged Cuckoo-shrike, Common Rosefinch and Eurasian
Hobby (all of which I “needed”, all by five minutes and
all in Chi Gu) within that two week period! My increasing
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frustration must have been evident in my gloomy
demeanor to all those who had had the misfortune to be
around me during this “barren spell”.

Despite this, | had persisted with daily early morning
visits to Areas A and B in the firm belief that the rot had
to stop sometime soon (it was late September after all).
I had been accompanied on several mornings over the
preceding days by LXX who, fresh from graduating
(congratulations), secemed to be at something of a “loose
end”. I had mentioned to him on more than one occasion
that the period late September-early October ought to
produce a rare warbler of some kind. That day would
turn out to be this day.

I had arrived at my usual 0600 in Area A and the day
was not going well. I had flushed a large-looking warbler
which rather bizarrely had climbed high into the air and
flown directly north until out of view. A calling bunting
(with a very thin call) had fallen silent when I had
begun searching for it and a calling finch (which would
later turn out to be Common Rosefinch Carpodacus
erythrinus) had done a similar “disappearing act”. 1 had
managed to find the usual daily Gray's Grasshopper
Warbler Locustella fasciolata and had noted a trickle of
Pechora Pipits Anthus gustavi migrating overhead, but
this was no consolation for all those other apparently
missed birds!

After having “birded” the northern section of Area A |
was about to go home in a sulk when I heard a flock of
Japanese White-eyes calling about thirty metres away
from my position. | figured that they might be worth a
look so wandered over to check them out. Pretty much
the first bird I looked at was a Phylloscopus warbler. It
was unusual in that it had a very broad and prominent
white supercilium, an entirely pinkish-orange lower
mandible and was a bright “leafy-green™ across its
shoulders and through its wings. Expecting it to be
Eastern Crowned, | took a quick look at its wing and
saw (and couldn’t help but notice) two very broad and
striking white wing bars - T was looking at a Blyth's Leaf
Warbler! I recognized it instantly after having recently
discussed the species on an internet forum and after
having had quite stunning views of my last one here in
Chi Gu (even though that had been five years ago). I did
a few quick double-checks - broad central crown stripe,
broad double wing-bars, no white fringes to tertials or
yellow on the rump (though size alone was sufficient to
eliminate both of Yellow-browed and Pallas’s Warblers)
- before getting on my cell phone and calling LXX
knowing that by now he would be somewhere in Area A
birding.

LXX arrived about two minutes after my having called
him and hurried across the loose and treacherous piles of
driftwood and bamboo to where | was and immediately
obtained very good views of the bird. It was actively
feeding in a very low (mangrove) tree and often
approached to within ten metres. I backed-off the bird
a little to allow LXX to photograph it and, although it
was feeding very actively, he managed to get a couple of
good shots.

Detailed description: A medium-sized Phylloscopus,
not noticeably smaller than the accompanying Arctic
Warbler. Supercilium prominent, long, broad and white.
Lateral crown stripe dark, greyish-blackish and central
crown stripe greyer (greyish-whitish) and continuous
from fore-crown through to nape. The bird also had a
darker, greyish-blackish eye-stripe and rather (lightly)
mottled ear coverts. The head pattern was striking and
suggestive of Eastern Crowned Warbler, but the head
was even “better-marked” than in that species, with
clearly longer, broader and more contrasting central
crown stripe and a more “marked” (less clean greyish)
face. In addition, the head (in proportion to the body)
was bigger, rounder and the bird more “fuller-naped”
(or “bull-necked™), producing profile more suggestive of
somewhat exaggerated Pallas’s Leaf Warbler rather than
ol Eastern Crowned (which has rather long and more
“angular-looking™ head). Bill longish and thick/broad at
base with entire lower mandible appearing unmarked and
yellowish-orange (though a small dusky tip is visible in
Photo 3).

Some of the greyish tones of the head appeared to
extend onto the uppermost parts of the mantle. with
the bulk of the mantle, scapulars and rump being a
beautiful bright “leafy” green (almost identical in tone
to Eastern Crowned). The upperwing coverts, tertials
and secondaries had similarly bright greenish fringes
(with darker centres), making Arctic Warbler appear
very “drab” by comparison. There were two conspicuous
broad, white wing bars on both the greater and median
coverts which added to the “beefed-up” Pallas’s Leaf
Warbler impression. There were no white fringes to the
tertials, and the bird lacked the black stripe at the base
of the secondaries indicative of the smaller Phylloscopus
species. The tail was a little darker above and, whilst
there appeared to be an amount of white somewhere
along the outer tail feathers (the exact extent of which
was not noted), this was not particularly obvious in the
field even on prolonged views. The underparts were
off-white, with the flanks tinged greyish. There was no
vellow on the undertail coverts, but the bird had a pale
yellow “smear™ through the centre of its lower breast and
belly. Legs greyish.
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Between the both of us we watched the bird for about an
hour and at very close range. I noted it “hopping” along a
branch (rather like a Nuthatch Sitta europaea), though it
was not doing this quite so persistently as the individual
in 2001. At one point it extracted a “worm” from the end
of a broken branch and was seen to be really hammering
at the wood in the fashion of a Great Tit Parus major.
LXX saw the bird again on the 29th and commented that
it was feeding in a rather “woodpecker-like™ fashion (i.e.
hammering at branches) and also hanging upside-down
(more like the 2001 individual). The bird flicked a single
wing a couple of times (slowly and deliberately like e.g.
Grey-streaked Flycatcher Muscicapa griseisticta), though
I only observed it doing this twice (the bird in 2001 had
been doing this rather more persistently).

Discussion:

On plumage, all of the Eastern Palaearctic Phylloscopus
warblers can readily be ruled out by the combination
of features outlined above with the exception of one.
The rather curious photo below (Photo 3) is the same
individual as in photos | and 2 and the rather extensive
amount of white in the tail is suggestive of White-tailed
Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus davisoni, a species with
which I have no experience. According to Robson (2000),
White-tailed Leaf Warbler should show a much yellower
supercilium and central crown stripe, pinker legs and the
eastern races (the most likely to reach Taiwan) should be
yellower still below (suggesting even Sulphur-breasted
Warbler Phylloscopus ricketti). It should also be rather
obviously smaller than Arctic Warbler (and closer in size
to Yellow-browed). Searches for images of White-tailed
Leaf Warbler on the internet (which produced a mere
four) show a bird which has a rather short “rear-end™ (with
a very narrow-looking and relatively short tail), “short”
undertail coverts and a rather “bulbous™ head, giving a
very “front-heavy” look.

The image below is somewhat “backlit” (and many
Phylloscopus warblers appear to show white in the outer
rectrices when viewed from below), and it should be
noted that Blyth's Leaf Warbler shows a variable amount

( ® Joser mand bl pikit sd wmcrled

) lma kil l';ﬂj boes 50 :‘]lrmlrr and

of white in the tail too (so white alone is not sufficient
to eliminate Blyth’s Leaf - a more likely candidate for
vagrancy to Taiwan). The general structure of this bird
(with rather sleek rear end), overall size (not noticeably
smaller than Arctic Warbler) and in particular the feeding
behaviour (considered “distinctive™ by Robson) all point
clearly to this individual being a Blyth's Leaf Warbler.

References cited: Robson, C (2000): A Field Guide to
the Birds of South-East Asia. New Holland Publishers Ltd.

[ - ‘B

Photo 1:Biyth's Leal Warbler, Chi Gu Sept 06: From Eastern
Crowned by vety broad wing bars and lack of yel-
low in the undertail coverts. (Photo: Lee Xin Xue)

Photo 2:Blyth's Leaf Warbler, Chi Gu Sept 06: Part of the
median covert wing bar is visible in this Image
(equally as broad as the bar on the greater co-
verts). (Photo: Lee Xin Xue)

Photo 3:8lyth’s Lea! Warbler Chi Gu Sept 06. A bocklit
image showing an almost impossibly large amount
of white in the outer tail and suggesting White-

\ tailed Leat Warbler. (Photo: Lee Xin Xue)
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