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Field identification of Pintail Snipe
and recent records in Kenya

P B Taylor

| n October 1981 the author noted the arrival of unfamiliair Gallinago snipe
at Mombasa, and these birds were seen regularly until the end of 1981
when the authormoved to Nairobi. In 1982, otherbirds of this species were
observed at Lake Naivasha and also at Thika, and one was seen at Shom-
bole Swamp in January 1983. The author suspected that all these birds
were Pintail Snipe G stenura- an eastern Palearctic species which has been
recorded from Africa only three times and for which there exists little pub-
lishedinformation onfieldidentification, especially on field separation from
the very similar Swinhoe’s Snipe G megala (also an eastern Palearctic
species). Inordertoclarify identification features, the author corresponded
with many observers, some of whom are familiar with both Pintail and
Swinhoe’sin the field. The results of this correspondence confirm that the
Kenya snipe were indeed Pintail and have brought to light some interesting
and valuable points on field identification.

observationsin 1981-83

Detailed accounts of all Kenya observations of Pintail are filed at the British
Museum (Natural History) at Tring, England, and only brief notes are given
here. The full details of the 1982-83 records have not been submitted to
any rarities committee. For the co-ordinates of the localities mentioned in
this paper, see the gazetteer in Britton (1980).

Mombasa 1981

All observations of Pintail were made at the Nguuni Property at Bamburi,
Mombasa. The area is rough pastureland with scattered trees, and has
shallow valleys with small permanent dams. The snipe occurred in wet
grass, at dam margins on mud and open shore, on grassy tracks at rain
pools, andindry grassland. The first bird appeared after rainon 19 October
and atleasttwo were seen regularly from 22 October to the end of Decem-
ber. The snipe apparently movedlocallyinresponse to the intermittentrain-
fall, and in dry spells they were absent for up to three days at a time. After
31 December the author was resident in Nairobi and observations at
Mombasa therefore ceased. Great Snipe G media were also present from
late November to mid Decemberbut no other snipe were recorded from the
area.
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

64 Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura, Thai-
land, January 1981 (John H Marchant).

The Pintail were easy to flush, especially
with a dog, and were seen very well and
frequently by the author. A number of other
observers also saw the snipe and corrobo-
rated the author’s descriptions. All obser-
vers agreed that the birds were superficially
similar to Common Snipe G gallinago but
were perhaps a little smaller and fatter-
looking in flight with perhaps slightly shorter
wings. In flight the birds appeared short-
tailed and the feet projected up to two
centimetres beyond the tail-tip. The bill
appeared slightly shorter than that of
Common and was usually carried at an angle
of 30-40 degrees below the horizontal in
flight but sometimes almost horizontally.

The Pintail had dull brown upperparts with
no distinctive patterning and no white mar-
kings. The pale longitudinal lines on the
mantle and scapulars usually appeared
broken and less well-defined than those of
Common. The upperwings were paler than
the upperparts, the coverts being very pale
and the remiges dull brown. The primaries
were darker than the secondaries which had
a poorly-defined and narrow pale brownish
trailing edge. The head pattern was similar to
that of Common. The underparts were heavi-
ly barred with dark, including all the under-
wing-coverts, the flanks and the undertail-
coverts. Throat to breast were well-streaked
and barred with dark. The unmarked white
belly patch was small and very noticeable in
flight, being surrounded by dark-barred
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areas, and was less extensive than that of
Common. The tail showed no white under
normal viewing conditions, even when
spread during take-off and landing, and the
pin-like outer rectrices were seen only once
when a Pintail landed into the light at close
range and spread its tail against the light. The
bill had a pale grey-green base and a dark tip,
the eyes were dark brownish and thelegs and
feet were greyish-green.

The Pintail called at least once almost every
time they were flushed, normally calling two
to four times just after rising. All observers
noted that the calls were similar in form to
those of Common but were less harsh. A
tape-recording of the call confirms that the
note is lower-pitched and weaker than calls
of Common recorded in Europe and East
Africa. The normal note was described as a
rather nasal tchaa. The calls of Great were
markedly different, being lower and much
weaker.

Flight of Pintail was normally rather slow
with few and poorly-marked zigzags, and
was often short (20-30m). Occasionally, for
instance, when flying to another valley or
when newly-arrived, the birds would make
faster and much longer flights. Short flights
were low, often just above the grass, and
sometimes reminded observers of the flight
actions of Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes mini-
mus or Great. The angles of rising and
descent varied with habitat and other fac-
tors. Zigzagging usually occurred only just
after rising, and long flights were usually
straight. The birds would sometimes circle
round and fly back rather slowly over the
observer. When flushed with Great, both
species usually flew off together at the same
speed. Pintail made much less wing noise on
rising than did Great.

The Pintail usually flushed only on very close
approach and were usually first located in or
near wet habitat at times when they would
probably have been feeding. When flushed,
the birds often landed in completely dry
grassland which was more or less tussocky.
If flushed several times, they usually finally
went to cover in dry tussocks from which it
was almost impossible to flush them except
by walking over them or by the dog putting
them up. Although dry ground was resorted
to for concealment, the snipe probably also
fed there. Whenlandinginlong dry grass, the
birds often moved quickly away from the
landing spot and were difficult to relocate.



Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

65 Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura, Thailand, January 1981 (John H Marchant).

central Kenya 1982-83

After moving to Nairobi, the author made a point of closely observing as
many Common as possible, to compare field characters with those of the
Mombasa Pintail. Observations at localities in or near the Rift Valley provi-
ded suchcomparisons andalsobroughttolight the presence of snipe which
were in alle respects indentical to the Mombasa birds.

LAKE NAIVASHA JANUARY-FEBRUARY 1982 On 10,
17 and 24 January and 21 February single
Pintail were flushed several times in an area
of shallowly-flooded sedge beds at the lake
edge, with patches of open mud and damp
grass. The birds were seen alongside Jack,
Common and African Snipe G nigripennis,
and all observed features were as described
for the Mombasa Pintail. Compared with
Common, the Pintail were slightly smaller
with a plumper body and pointed wings
which were not as elongated-looking as the
wings of Common. The bill was shorter than
inmost Common, the upperparts were duller
and less patterned and the upperwing-
coverts and remiges were paler. Flights were
slow to fast, with few or no zigzags, and
birds were flushed from wet and dry ground.
The calls, usually uttered at least once on
rising, were short and were weaker and
lower-pitched than those of Common.

THIKA SEPTEMBER-NOVEMBER 1982 Single Pintail
were seenon 26 September, 10 October and
7 November at the edge of a small dam in
grassland. The water-level was low and
there were patches of mud with scattered

sedge clumps. All the birds were alongside
Common, and were once with Jack and
Great. All the field characters given for the
Naivasha Pintail were noted, and in addition
the birds were observed on the ground along-
side Common. It was noted that the
Common had less heavy dark barring on the
flanks and more prominent and unbroken
pale lines on the mantle and scapulars. The
paler upperwing-coverts of the Pintail
showed as a noticeable patch on the closed
wing. The coverts of Common were dark
with pale spots. The white tips to the rec-
trices were easily visible in crouching
Common but were not normally visible in the
Pintail’s tail. Leg colour of the Common was
bright greenish-yellow. The Pintail had grey-
green legs, one bird showing a brown tinge.
The Common’s bills were dull brownish at
the base, the Pintail’s bills were grey-green at
the base.

SHOMBOLE SWAMP JANUARY 1983 On 2 January a
single Pintail was flushed fromadrying patch
of muddy water in short grass near tall dry
grass at the edge of Shombole Swamp. No
other snipe were found in the area.
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

66 Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura, Kenya, January 1969 (E D Steele).

identification of Kenya Pintail Snipe

Onthe observed characters, the Kenya snipe could only have been Pintail or
Swinhoe’s. One of the Mombasa birds was conclusively proved to be
Pintail on tail structure. No other species has the six plus pin-like outer rec-
trices which were observed, and the tail was exactly like that shown by
Kobayashi (1980) for Pintail. The pattern of the central rectrices as obser-
ved also best fits Pintail. As this individual was in all respects very similar to
the other snipe observed in Mombasa and central Kenya, it was thought
almost certain that all these birds must be Pintail. Furthermore, a tertial
shed by one of the snipe has been compared with skins of Common, Pintail
and Swinhoe’s and fits Pintail best of all (P R Colstoninlitt). | S Robertsonin
litt who saw the Mombasa birds in October 1981, has subsequently seen
many Pintail elsewhere and has no doubt that identificationis correct while
both S C Madge inlitt and J H Marchant in litt agree that it is Pintail which is
occurring in Kenya.

The major problem in identification occurs in eliminating the little-known
Swinhoe’s - a species which has been regarded as inseparable in the field
from Pintail (eg Ali & Ripley 1980, King et al 1975). The Swinhoe’s has not
yet been recorded from Africa but could conceivably occur as a vagrant
sinceitisknowntowinterinsmallnumbersinindiaandalsotohavereached
the Maldive Islands (Cramp & Simmons 1983). Investigation and corres-
pondence have shown that Swinhoe’s can be eliminated and that the
Kenya snipe were indeed Pintail. The main points of field identification are
summarized below.
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

£l

67 Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura, Kenya, January 1969 (ED Steele). 68 Common Snipe G
gallinago, Westzaan, Noordholland, September 1975 (Oene Moedt).
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

field separation of Pintail and Common Snipe

Detailed accounts of field characters are given by Cramp & Simmons and
Madge (1980). The former give the distinguishing features of Pintail as the
duller upperwings with mottled pale wing-coverts, the lack of a distinct
pale trailing edge to the secondaries, the completely barred underwing and
the lack of visible white on the tail in flight. They also mention the duller
upperparts, blunter-ended wings and slower heavier escape flight. Madge
also mentions the narrower and less distinct buff stripes on the mantle and
scapulars, the brownerremiges and the brownish-white (not whitish) outer
web of the outermost primary. J H Marchant states that in Thailand Pintail
and Common are easy to separate with the naked eye immediately they fly
by Pintail’s obviously browner upperwings with no white trailing edge and
its marginally slower take-off. In addition, the author’s own Kenya obser-
vations indicate the following differences which are useful in the field.

1 The Kenya Pintail showed comparatively short tails in flight. Cramp &
Simmons give tail length for definitive ( = adult) Common as 52-63 mm and
for Pintail as 42-55 mm. The small extent of overlap indicates that Pintail
may often appear shorter-tailed. Tarsus lengths are similar, so the feet of
Pintail should project further beyond the tail in flight as was observed in the
Kenya birds.

2 The Pintail appeared rather plumper. The effect could have been partly
due to the shorter tail and bill but it is interesting that Cramp & Simmons
state that samples of the weights of Pintail collected in southern India
during the winter are ‘significantly heavier than G gallinago collected at the
same time’.

3 The Pintail carried their bills at a shallower angle in flight than did
Common. They alsoappearedshorter-billed, and although bill lengths over-
lap considerably, avery long-billed bird would be lesslikely to be Pintail. The
billlength ranges from 55 to 70 mm in Pintailand from 55to 72 mmin Com-
mon (Cramp & Simmons, Prateretal 1977).

4 ThePintail were thoughtto have shorter wings but thisis notborne out by
measurements given in the literature, both species having similar wing
lengths. The apparent difference may have been due to the blunter wing-
point of Pintail, a character not noted by the author but which is mentioned
by Cramp & Simmons, Gallagher & Woodcock (1980) and Madge.
However, J H Marchant points out that in skins both Common and Pintail
have equally blunt wings while Swinhoe’s has a more pointed wing.

5 The small and well-defined white belly patch of Pintail is a useful field
mark. This characterisillustrated by Madge butis not mentioned in his text.
6 Leg colour of Pintail in Kenya was grey-green and bill colour was grey-
green towards the base. Common usually has yellowish-green legs
(author’s observations) and a pale red-brown base to the bill (Cramp &
Simmons).

7 The call of the Kenya Pintail was lower-pitched and weaker than that of
Common. Cramp & Simmons describe Pintail’s call as ‘more abrupt’ but
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

69 Common Snipe Gallinago
gallinago, Halfweg, Noord-
holland, September 1981
(Robert Heemskerk). 70 Pintail
Snipe G stenura, Malaysia, ¥

March 1979 (Chris J Hails).
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

72 Two Pintail Snipe Galli-
nago stenura (left) and two
Common Snipe G gallinago
(right), National Museum of
Kenya, Nairobi, Kenya, April
1982 (P B Taylor; taken and
reproduced with permission
of National Museum of
Kenya).

not recorded in the literature.

One pointnoted by Viney is not mentioned elsewhere: Common have been
seen without a white trailing edge to the secondaries. This may be due to
wear or to plumage variation, and at Lake Naivasha in 1983 the author
found a Common with dull plumage and no white trailing edge. It did, how-
ever, have a typical Common underparts pattern and call. Thus, a dull-
plumaged bird which is suspected to be Pintail, should be confirmed on
other characters as well as upperparts pattern, and a snipe without a white
trailing edge to the secondaries needs not be either Pintail or Swinhoe's.
Plumage variation is a well-known feature of snipe, and even the well-
marked melanistic variety of Common (‘Sabine’s Snipe’) has been seen in
Kenya (Taylor 1983).
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Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

field separation of Pintail and Swinhoe’s Snipe

The author has no field experience of Swinhoe’s and the following points
are taken.from the literature, from other observers’ comments and from
skins at the British Museum (Natural History). The field separation of Pintail
and Swinhoe's has been little studied but recent observations in Asia and
Australia have brought to light enough differences to make field separation
possible. The main points are as follows.

1 The Swinhoe's is up to 10% larger than Pintail, with longer wings and
legs (Cramp & Simmons), and has a heavier fatter appearance than either
Pintail or Common (K Kobayashiinlitt, Madge). Size and bulk recall Great (S
C Madge). Itis also said to have alonger bill than Pintail (Ali & Ripley, Cramp
& Simmons, Johnsgard 1981) but measurements overlap considerably:
58-74 mm for Swinhoe’s and 55-70 mm for Pintail (Ali & Ripley, Cramp &
Simmons, Kobayashi). Therefore, bill length may not be a reliable field
characterinallcases. Swinhoe’s tailislongerthanthat of Pintail: 52-62 mm
for Swinhoe’s and 42-55 mm for Pintail (Ali & Ripley, Cramp & Simmons,
Kobayashi). Thus, Swinhoe’s should not look as short-tailed in flight as
Pintail, and the feet do not normally project beyond the tail-tip - only in very
good views directly overhead can the tips of the toes be seen to project (S C
Madge).

2 Plumage is possibly too similar in Swinhoe’s and Pintail to be of value in

73 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago, Westzaan, Noordholland, September 1975 (Oene
Moedt).
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74 Swinhoe’s Snipe Gallinago megala, Siberia, June 1982 (Alex Randall). 75 Pintail Snipe
G stenura, Malaysia, March 1979 (Chris J Hails).




Field identification of Pintail Snipe and recent records in Kenya

field separation although Abdulali (1970) stated that his Bombay Swin-
hoe’s was darker in flight than both Pintail and Common. Madge considers
that Swinhoe’s mantle and scapulars should have broader buff stripes and
a darker ground colour while Cramp & Simmons state that Swinhoe’s has
broader pale tips to the wing-coverts. However, Viney pointed out that the
breadth of the pale scapular edgings may be variable, and that Swinhoe’s
seen in Hong Kong in April have had distinctly grey-brown upperparts,
lacking any obvious rich or dark coloration. Examination of skins indicates
that the stripes on the upperparts of Swinhoe’s are variable (for instance,
some Japanese birds have very indistinct stripes) and that the overall
colour and pattern of the upperparts overlap with that of Pintail.

3 Swinhoe’s and Pintail have similarly patterned underparts (including the
underwings) but Cramp & Simmons state that Swinhoe’s has heavier
barring on the underparts and lacks the obvious pale belly of Pintail. How-
ever, K Kobayashi provides photographs of specimens from Japan, Korea
and Thailand which show that the barring and the extent of white on the
belly is similar in both species, and examination of skins shows that some
Swinhoe’s have a more extensive white belly patch than Pintail. If any real
differences exist, they may only be that Swinhoe’s averages alarger white
areaonthe belly and that Pintail has a darker ground colour on the neck and
breast. However, these are not constant characters in skins examined.

4 Both McKean (no date) and Viney noted that Swinhoe’s has more white
inthe tail, and this white is sometimes visible in flight. Normally, no white is
visible in Pintail’s tailin flight. The difference in the structure and number of
the rectrices is well-shown by Kobayashi.

5 BWFinchinlitt and Viney mention the yellowish legs of Swinhoe’s while
Johnsgard states that the legs can also be yellow-grey to lead-grey. Cramp
& Simmons give Pintail’s leg colour as grey-green, and the authors’s Kenya
observations support this, so leg colour may be a useful field character.
However, S C Madge cautions that Swinhoe’s seenin Siberia, while having
yellower legs that Pintail, are yellowish-green, not yellow. Bill colour of
Swinhoe’s is said to be yellow-brown becoming more yellow towards the
base of the upper mandible (Johnsgard) and thus differs from the dark-tip-
ped grey-green bill of Pintail.

6 The Swinhoe’s appears to be often silent when flushed (Madge,
McKean, Viney) or with atbest a 'guttural grunt’ (McKean). However, King
et al regard Swinhoe's call as similar to Common’s but slightly higher-
pitched and less hoarse while Johnsgard describes the call as a sharp
rasping note. The normal silence of Swinhoe’s should be useful in the field,
and the Kenya Pintail called frequently.

7 Most observers and authors agree that Swinhoe’s has a slower heavier
flight than Pintail with little or no zigzagging, and observers familiar with
both spiecesregard flight action as agood field character. K Kobayashialso
notes that Swinhoe’s when flushed flies straight at first and then rises.
Contrary opinion on flight action comes from Johnsgard and McKean who
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state that Swinhoe’s zigzags in flight.

8 Little is recorded of the behaviour of Swinhoe’s but B W Finch mentions
that it may be easy to approach in the field.

9 Viney stated that in Hong Kong Swinhoe’s apparently prefers drier
ground than does Pintail.

These comparisons show that the features at present known to be reliable
in separating Pintail and Swinhoe's are: size and shape, tail structure and
pattern, extent of projection of feet beyond tail in flight, frequency of call,
and probably flight action, leg colour and type of call note. Itis on the basis
of these characters that the Kenya snipe were not considered to be Swin-
hoe’s. Further field-work is required on plumage, call, habitat and beha-
viour of these species. Fromthe material to hand it appears that, of the field
characters mentioned by Cramp & Simmons as useful in these species’
separation, the longer bill, more mottled upperwing-coverts and more
heavily barred underparts of Swinhoe’s are not realiable.

field separation of Swinhoe’s and Common Snipe
Fielddifferencesbetween Swinhoe’sand Common are well-marked, Swin-
hoe's possessing the following features: larger size, slower heavier flight,
plumage resembling Pintail (including pale upperwing-coverts), normal
silence when flushed, probably distinctive call, preference for dry habitat,
and probably different leg colour. King et al also mention that Swinhoe's
has more white on the sides of the tail-tip than does Common.

status of Pintail Snipe in East Africa

The Pintailhas beenrecorded from Africaonly three times: fromKenya (one
bird ringed at Lake Naivasha), Socotra and Somalia (Backhurst 1969,
Backhurstetal 1973, van Someren 1929). It winters throughout the Indian
subcontinentandreachesthe Maldive Islands (Cramp & Simmons), anditis
therefore likely to reach Africa occasionally as a trans-Indian Ocean strag-
gler. There may also be asmallundetected movement over the Middle East
(Cramp & Simmons). The 1981-83 Kenya records show that it can not be
regarded as only a very rare vagrant or straggler to East Africa and that, at
least in some years, small numbers may be widespread. It was certainly
resident at Mombasa for over two monthsin 1981 and it should be looked
for anywhere in East Africa. The scarcity of previous records may well be
due tothedifficulty ofidentifying snipeinthe field. Limitdates forKenyaare
26 September and 21 February but the birds may well remain later than
this.
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