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Identification of Water Rail and
Porzana crakes in Europe

Peter Becker

his paper discusses the identification (includ-

ing the ageing and sexing) of Water Rail
Rallus aquaticus (of the subspecies R a aquaticus)
and the three Porzana species, ie, Spotted Crake
P porzana (monotypic), Little Crake P parva
(monotypic) and Baillon's Crake P pusilla (of the
subspecies P p intermedia), in Europe. The iden-
tification of the Nearctic Sora Crake P carolina
(monotypic), a vagrant in Europe, is discussed as
well. The vocal differences icf Feindt 1968,
Bergmann & Helb 1982), although of greal
importance to identification, are not treated. The
emphasis is on the problems and pitialls in visual
identification. The paper is largely based on the
results of my field studies of rails and crakes in
southern Niedersachsen, Germany, during the
last 35 years.

Bare parts

Iris colour

In assessing the iris colour in rails, the reactions
to light of the highly sensitive eye have to be
taken into account. As the light gets stronger, the
size of the pupil is reduced; consequently, the
iris pigments are distributed in a wider ring, mak-
ing the iris look paler. Whereas in weak light, the
pigments are, due to a larger-sized pupil, con-
centrated in a narrower ring, making the iris look
darker and more intensely coloured.

The iris colour is possibly influenced by sex
hormones. During the breeding season, the
colour of the iris (and that of other bare parts) is
more striking and brighter than during the rest of
the year. The iris colour, especially the intensity,
seems age-related as well.

Leg colour

The leg colour in rails shows considerable intra-
specific variation which can be further increased
by changing light conditions and subjective im-
pressions. Westerskov (1970) dealt with the leg
colour of Baillon’s Crake in detail and he cited a

[Dutch Birding 17: 181-211, oktober 1995]

number of carrect and erroneous statements in
the literature on this species. His conclusions
concur with mine. Adult Baillon’s Crakes have
pale olive-green or brownish-olive legs in which
a greenish hue always predominates. In more
than 20 adult birds | abserved and ringed in
southern Niedersachsen, not a single one had
flesh-coloured legs. The legs are never as pink as
in Water Rail or anything close to those depicted
in Heinroth & Steinbacher (1952 plate 259).

Apart from the effect of muddy substrates or
light reflections on wet legs, there are some gen-
uine (short-term) changes possible in the leg
colour. In crakes spending many days or weeks
in water with a high concentration of humic
acids, the leg colour changes from pale green to
brownish whereas in Water Rail it may change
from bright red to dark brownish-red. Humic
acids have a brown colour and are composed of
complex molecules containing polysaccharides
and proteins which coagulate easily and subse-
quently precipitate on rough surfaces, such as
rings, rails’ legs and ringers’ fingers.

Another cause may be the intense UV radia-
tion of the sun to which crakes are exposed in
their Mediterranean and African winter quarters
where they are often found in open habitats,
such as the banks of canals, reservoirs and
paddy-fields, giving the thin skin of the legs a
‘sun-tan’. The green pigments are replaced by
bright brownish ones and the legs of a Baillon’s
Crake in direct sunlight may look bright brown-
ish or almost flesh-coloured. This (subjtropical
sun-tan can possibly be retained for some days
after returning to the breeding grounds in late
May-early June.

Finally, the legs of rails, with the thin horny
plates, are subject to constant temperature chan-
ges. Open shallow water, in which rails like 1o
forage, may be heated rapidly by the sun during
summer. The higher water temperatures stimulate
the hloodstream in the thin-skinned legs by dilat-
ing the blood-vessels, giving the impression that
the legs are brownish rather than olive-green.
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Identification of Water Rail and Porzana crakes in Europe

Downy young

Downy young of Water Rail and Porzana crakes
are all-black during the first days after hatching
and show a greenish metallic gloss in sunlight
(sometimes bluish in torchlight). Although incon-
spicuous in the field, downy young in the hand
show reddish skin patches on the nape and
sometimes bright blue skin on the forehead and
crown. Occasionally, the short wing-stumps with
the clawed alula stand out bright whitish (not
reddish as stated in Glutz von Blotzheim et al
1973) against the black down. This is especially

obvious when they run with the wing-stumps
stretched laterally for balance or when they use
them for climbing in the vegetation.

In Water Rail and Porzana crakes, the iris and
orbital ring are greyish- or brownish-black (an-
thracite-coloured) just like the feet, toes and
claws. The blood-vessels shine through brownish
between the horny plates of the legs. The feet
and irides appear black.

Bill colour
Apart from the size (Water Rail versus Porzana
crakes), the black downy young are also readily

154 Water Rail / Waterral Rallus aquaticus, pullus, Lehrte, Niedersachsen, Germany, 18 August 1963 (Peter Becker)

155 Water Rail / Waterral Rallus aquaticus, transition from downy young to juvenile, Grasdorf near Hannover,

Niedersachsen, Germany, 24 August 1963 (Peter Becker) 156 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva, 9 days

old, Steinhuder Meer, Niedersachsen, Germany, 5 June 1966 (Peter Becker) 157 Baillon's Crake / Kleinst

Waterhoen Porzana pusilla, 2-3 days old, Wilkenburg near Hannover, Niedersachsen, Germany, 11 July 1961
(Peter Becker)




Identification of Water Rail and Porzana crakes in Europe

distinguished by the bill. The black feathers on
the lower mandible extend beyond the nostril in
the downy young of Porzana crakes, covering
more than half of the lower mandible, whereas
they only reach up to the nostril in the longer-
billed downy young of Water Rail. This is easily
seen at close range. During the subsequent
growth of the bill (involving stretching and
hardening), the difference in feather coverage
decreases within days. In Water Rail and Porzana
crakes, the brightly coloured bill contrasts with
the black down as well as the dark breeding
habitat amongst dense reed and sedges.

Water Rail

The bill is white or pale greyish-white, some-
times with some black at the tip and gape. The
egg-tooth is white. During the following weeks,
the bill colour is changing. The white areas are
getting darker and the dark areas are expanding
to be replaced by horn-coloured and reddish
hues in juvenile birds. Sigmund (1958) summar-
ized in seven schematic sketches from days 1 to
92 the development of the bill colour, showing
considerable individual variation. Downy young
of Water Rail are readily distinguished from those
of Porzana crakes by the longer and more slen-
der bill.

Spotted Crake

The bill is pied. The swollen base of the upper
mandible is bright red on the culmen and pale
red on the sides; the lower mandible is reddish-
brown at the base. In front of the nostril, the nar-
row greyish-white ring of variable width is
separated from the red base by the thin black
ring. In front of this ring, the wide black ring
extends to the tip of the lower mandible. The
shiny white tip of the upper mandible contrasts
with this black ring. The white bill-tip and ring
are sometimes vellow (Pauler 1968). The egg-
tooth is white. Pauler (1968) detailed in three
sketches the bill colour changes in juvenile birds.
The bill colour of newly hatched downy young
as well as the subsequent development varies
somewhat (Berndt & Meise 1962, Pauler 1968,
Szab6 1970, Glutz von Blotzheim et al 1973,
Peters 1976, etc).

Little Crake

The bill is transparent pink from the base up to
the middle, turning whitish towards the tip. The
lower mandible is somewhat blackish at the
base. The egg-tooth is white. In the field, the bill
appears white and short.

Baillon’s Crake

The bill is ivory-, bright yellow-wax- or bone-
coloured. The lower mandible has some black at
the base. The egg-tooth is white. In the field, the
bill appears white and short. Downy young can
easily be confused with those of Little Crake,
especially when the bill darkens and turns
blotchy, like in Water Rail, as they grow older. |
have never seen strongly swollen, parrot-like,
short bills in the downy young of Little or
Baillon’s Crake as depicted in Szabd (1970).

Full-grown birds
Water Rail

General characters

It is smaller than Common Moorhen Gallinula
chloropus, ranging in size between Song Thrush
Turdus philomelos and Mistle Thrush T viscivo-
rus. The sexual dimorphism is considerable (in
small females, the wing length is 99 mm and, in
large males, 131 mm). The black-brown feathers
of the upperside have a bright grey-brown fringe,
the wing-coverts often show white spots. The
underside is slaty-grey, the flanks are banded
black-and-white. The undertail-coverts are white.
The legs are flesh-coloured to brownish, the bill
is long and predominantly red. In juvenile birds,
the upperside is as in adult birds; the bill is not as
bright red. The head, sides of the neck and
underside are bright brown to cream, vaguely
mottled, the throat is whitish; the bands on the
flanks are more washed-out brownish, not as
contrasting as in adult birds.

It walks easily and fast through the vegetation,
often showing the white undertail-coverts with
jerky movements. It is reluctant to fly. Under
favourable conditions, the whitish leading edge
to the wing, dangling legs and long bill some-
times show when it takes off. Not yet fully grown
birds can fly up to 20 m. As these birds have
bright ochre undertail-coverts and a white lead-
ing edge to the wing (as well as a not yet full-
grown bill), they can in flight easily be misidenti-
fied as Spotted Crake.

Juvenile plumage

The first contour-feathers of downy young (figure
1a) are visible in the field after 14-18 days. They
occur initially on the flanks and back. The
downy young are fully fledged at ¢ 70 days. Dur-
ing this period, the appearance changes con-
tinuously (Becker 1982a, 1983a,b).
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The almost black feet of downy young turn
brighter, from dirty greyish to grey or greyish-red
and finally dirty flesh-coloured. The white bill
gets greyish-black spots and dark horn-coloured
areas; the lower mandible turns reddish towards
the base (Sigmund 1958; figure 1b). The iris
colour also changes from anthracite-coloured or
black-grey to olive-green, then the greenish hues
get brighter, changing to greenish-yellow and fi-
nally to orange-yellow or -red. The change of the
iris colour from green to orange may occur ear-
lier in males than in females. Fully fledged juv-
enile birds show an orange-red iris, dirty flesh-
coloured feet (brighter in males than in females)
and a bill which is horn-coloured at the tip and
on the culmen but reddish elsewhere.

Although the upperside is similar in juvenile
and adult birds, the coloration of the soft tempor-
ary feathers of the underside is completely dif-
ferent. The banded flanks are barely visible and,
apart from black-and-white, also show greyish-
brown and ochre hues, especially near the feath-
er-tips. The rest of the underside is bright greyish-
brown and dirty whitish (sometimes with dark
bands on the breast and belly), with the throat
off-white and the ear-coverts and lores dark. The
narrow orbital ring is whitish. The neck and sca-
pulars as well as the region between the eyes
and the dark crown are washed-out brownish,
more whitish at the front. Juvenile hirds look pale
and are, therefore, easily confused with other
species (Grant 1979). Illustrations of the juvenile
plumage have been published in Heinroth &
Heinroth (1928), Becker (1982a, 1983a,b), Pforr
& Limbrunner (1980); in this paper it is shown in
figure 1c. This pale plumage is worn only during
a short period; until late June in early broods and
until October (exceptionally November-early De-
cember) in late and second broods.

First-winter plumage

Juvenile birds start to moult into the first-winter
plumage before or during the growth of the remi-
ges and rectrices. This involves small body-feath-
ers, especially the ear-coverts and the feathers of
the underside (less obvious on the upperside).
This post-juvenile moult, in which the bright
brown feathers of the underside are replaced by
grey ones, takes place during several weeks in
late summer-autumn. It starts in July (early
broods) or as late as August-October or even
later (late and second broods), with the head and
sides of the neck followed by the breast and
belly. From the flanks towards the middle, the
underside turns grey. The washed-out flanks
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change to clear black-and-white bands, with the
feathers still tipped bright ochre, just like the
feathers of the thighs, vent and undertail-coverts.
The new grey feathers of the underside also have
a narrow bright brown fringe which is visible in
the field under good conditions (Richards 1982;
figure 1e).

During and after winter, the feather-tips nearly
always abrade. The same applies to the ochre
coloration of the flanks, thighs and undertail-
coverts. The white on the chin, characteristic of
first-winter birds, sometimes extending onto the
throat (in young females), is of course rarely vis-
ible in the field. Fresh-plumaged first-winter and
adult birds are, therefore, difficult to distinguish
from August on (and even earlier in early breed-
ers) when these details are not visible. A bird in
post-juvenile moult showing these characters
well was photographed by M Temme (Konig
1967: 145).

At the start of the breeding season, last year's
birds are still distinguished from older birds by
the white chin (figure 1e). Single juvenile and
first-winter birds can not be sexed in the field.
However, when direct size comparison is poss-
ible, the larger males can often be separated
from the smaller females.

Adult plumage

The plumage of adult birds during the breeding
season, ie, before the moult, does not differ sig-
nificantly from the worn first-winter plumage
(except for the chin colour) (figure 1f). During the
breeding season, however, adult birds show
shiny red irides, a bright red bill (except for the
tip and culmen) and bright pink to flesh-coloured
legs. In males and older birds, these bare parts
are brighter-coloured than in second calendar-
year birds and females.

Second calendar-year birds moult into the
adult plumage when they are raising the young.
The remiges and rectrices are shed as early as the
second half of July (or as late as August-Sep-
tember in second broods) (P Becker in Strese-
mann & Stresemann 1966). The wing-coverts
and contour-feathers are replaced simultaneously
during a longer period. During this complete
moult, birds are flightless for three weeks in
which period they are very secretive.

This adult plumage is kept until the next com-
plete moult during the following breeding seas-
on. During this period, the plumage often chang-
es considerably due to bleaching and wear. In
the field, adult birds are distinguished from first-
winter hirds only by the absence of the white



Identification of Water Rail and Porzana crakes in Furope

FIGURE 1 Water Rail / Waterral Rallus aquaticus (Christopher Schmidt). (a) downy young, (b) transition trom downy
young to juvenile, (c] juvenile, () moult from juvenile to tirst adult plumage nearly completed, (e) first adult plumage
(autumn-winter) until first breeding season in spring of second calendar-yvear, (f) adult
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158 Water Rail / Waterral Rallus aquaticus, j
Noordholland, Netherlands, October 198

ile, Hildesheim, Niedersachsen, ]
cus, adult male, Othfresen, Niedersachsen, Germany,

chin. The grey feathers of the underside have a
pale tip as in the first-winter plumage; these tips
are, however, more whitish and much narrower
and they abrade quicker. In the field, they are
inconspicuous and may even lack altogether.
There are no sex- or age-related differences
between the upperside of juvenile and adult

nile moulting into first-winter plumage,
Munsterman) 159 Water Rail / Waterral Raflus aquaticus, juven-
srmany, 10 August 1982 (Peter Becker) 160 Water Rail

na crakes in Europe

Sloterdijk, Amsterdam,

aterral Rallus aquati-

birds. The intraspecific variation in coloration
due to bleaching and wear is, however, consider-
able.

In fresh-plumaged birds, the feathers of the
upperside as well the tertials and rectrices are

black-brown with a grey-brown fringe which
varies in width and sometimes covers most of the
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161 Water Rail
calendar-year, Grasdorf near Hannover, Niedersachsen

' Waterral Rallus aquaticus, second

Germany, 22 August 1964 (Peter Becker
barring of underwing

Note typical

feather. Birds with wide brownish feather-fringes
look paler. The fringes may tend to sandy (‘pale
morph’) or rusty (‘dark morph’). Until the next
spring, the fringes gradually abrade, making the
black-brown centres more obvious, especially on
the crown and neck. The upperside, therefore,
looks darker than in autumn. The narrower grey-
brown fringes are sometimes bleached by the
sun and contrast with the dark upperside which
in extreme cases (especially due to the presence
of brightly coloured fringes to the tertials) may
cause the upperside to look hrightly striped. Such
hirds may be mistaken for Little Crake when
flushed.

The black-brown remiges initially show a
silky-greenish gloss which is soon lost. During
the year, the feathers turn duller and browner.
The black-brown underwing-coverts with the
white tips and bands, especially on the axillaries,
are rarely visible in the field. Brown et al (1988)
showed an axillary which was, however, mis-
named as a flank-feather.

Often, the white feathers on the leading edge
to the wing attract attention, making misidentifi-

cation as Spotted Crake more likely. The white
carpal joint does not extend onto the outermost
primaries. It is restricted to the wing-coverts as
far as the basis of the alula. The more distal
white feathers are concealed by the dark alula
and are not visible in flight.

Shortly before the moult, adult birds show a
waorn plumage with missing fringes to the tertials,
pointed feathers or even missing feather-tips,
especially in the rectrices.

Wing pattern

Surprisingly, maost recent handhooks and field
suides do not mention the presence of white in
the wing. Already, Hartert (1921-22) described
this (‘often some narrow white bars on the outer
median coverts’).

| checked this in 1055 Water Rails with fully
grown remiges. White on the wing-coverls was
shown by 605 (57%). These white bands and
fringes were not restricted to the lesser and
median wing-coverts (as shown in de Kroon
1982) but were also visible on the greater wing-
coverts and alula and even on the primaries. The
number of white-marked feathers ranged from 1
to 25.

The white markings can be so prominent and
typically black-and-white that they correspond to
the banded flanks of the bird at rest. Some birds
showed white spots on the tertials, mantle or
rump (figure 7b, plate 160). This wing pattern
was not sex- or age-related. It seems, however, to
he a frequent variation. More than half of the ob-
served birds showed white wing markings

Interestingly, this wing pattern, which has large-
ly been ignored in the literature, is passed on
from adult birds to young and appears not to
change during the moult. It is, therefore, possible
to recognize individual birds and even to estab-
lish family relationships in juvenile birds. Similar
characteristic patterns are shown in the under-
tail-coverts.

Undertail-coverts
In the literature, many different descriptions of
the undertail-coverts have been published. |
studied this character in more than 1500 Water
Rails and found that the descriptions are more or
less correct (except for those in Hayman (1980)
and Hayman & Burton (1988) which are possibly
based on old museum specimens yellowed with
age).

With a tail made up of 12 rectrices, the under-
tail-coverts are similarly arranged in two rows of
12 feathers each, a row of the shorter outer ones
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and a row of the longer inner ones which may
reach the tail-tip in fresh-plumaged birds. The
shorter undertail-coverts have a substantial grey-
black basal downy part which takes up more
than half of the feather. Towards the tip follows a
narrow (3-5 mm wide) white band, sometimes
missing on the outer (or on all the) feathers. This
is followed by a wide black band, often pointed
in a straight angle towards the tip. Finally, there
is a wide ochre or bright brown feather-tip which
is soft and easily abrades. The black and ochre
tip are often separated by a narrow white line.
The white in the middle of the feathers is not
always a transverse band, it may also be a diag-
onal or a longitudinal band. The variation in
coloration and pattern of these feathers is limit-
ed.

On the other hand, the longer (inner) undertail-
coverts vary considerably although the coloration
is not sex- or age-related. During the year, these
feathers change due to wear. The most common
white feathers have a grey-black basal part, a
white downy region in the middle and a soft
more or less bright ochre tip which abrades dur-
ing winter or as late as the next breeding season.
The ochre coloration may cover the complete
feather (except for the dark down and a white
shaft-streak) or it may be absent altogether even
in fresh-plumaged birds.

The other extreme is formed by the black
feathers which have a pattern similar to that of
the shorter undertail-coverts, with two instead of
one irregular white band as well as an ochre tip
(Glutz von Blotzheim et al 1973: plate 61). After
the abrasion of the tips, such undertail-coverts
appear black with white bands which may easily
lead to confusion with Baillon’s or Little Crake,
especially when it concerns a small female and
the observer is unable to see other diagnostic
characters, such as the bill.

A whole range of intermediate forms between
the pure white and the black-and-white-banded
undertail-coverts occur: black bands, stripes,
tips, fringes, etc. When these variably coloured
feathers are spread, a typical pattern becomes
visible which allows individual recognition

because each pattern is unique. A glimpse of this
variation is demonstrated by nine sketches in
King (1980) of Water Rails wintering in England.
In the field, these subtle differences can only be
detected by scrutinizing the undertail-coverts.
The undertail-coverts generally appear to be
more or less white.

Whereas it may be confused with Baillon’s or
Little before and at the start of the breeding seas-
on because of the black-and-white-banded un-
dertail-coverts, observers should be aware of the
possibility of confusion with Spotted Crake in
summer-autumn because of the pattern of the
undertail-coverts. The ochre-tipped undertail-
coverts, with the outer ones covering the white
patches and the black pattern on the inner ones,
are obvious in juvenile and fresh-plumaged birds
{except for adult birds with pure white feathers).
All the undertail-coverts appear bright ochre.
Casual observations of such birds under unfa-
vourable light conditions and with white wing
markings may easily lead to misidentification as
Spotted.

Not vyet fledged birds show a washed-out
brownish underside and a bill which is not yet
fully grown. Apart from the bright ochre under-
tail-coverts, the emerging feather-shafts on the
wings and upperside appear as white spots at
long range. At this stage, confusion is possible
with Spotted.

Spotted Crake

General characters

It is as large as Water Rail (wing length 109-131
mm) but appears smaller and stockier due to the
shorter neck, legs and bill. The overall coloration
is olive-brown, with bright brownish mantle
stripes, mottled with black-brown with fine white
stripes and spots on the upperside from the fore-
head to the tail-tip. The lores and chin are grey-
ish, the ear-coverts brownish. The underside is
grey-brown with fine white spots which can be
abraded to such an extent in adult birds shortly
before the moult that the underside appears uni-

FIGURE 2 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana (Christopher Schmidt). (a) downy young, 22 days old, in
transition from downy young to juvenile, (b) juvenile, (c) adult female in autumn, (d) adult male in spring, (e) adult
male in worn plumage shortly before complete moult (June-August)

FIGURE 3 Variation in undertail-coverts of Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana (see text) (Christopher

Schmidt)
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formly dark grey-brown. Confusion with adult
male Little Crake is possible at that stage. The
flanks are grey-brown and blackish with whitish
bands which fade away towards the tail and
which turn into a dirty whitish coloration on the
belly; the undertail-coverts are uniformly pale
brownish-yellow (cf figure 3). The bill is yellow-
ish, turning horn-coloured towards the tip, with
the base of the upper mandible orange-red, the
legs are olive-green and the iris is brown. In
juvenile birds (July-September), the bill is less
obviously coloured and shows little orange on
the upper mandible. The legs are olive-brownish
and the iris is olive-green. Because of increased
spotting, the bright grey-brownish lores and
underside appear much paler, the chin and
throat even whitish. The ear-coverts are washed-
out brownish and the banding on the flanks is
hardly visible.

In flight, they are more agile than Water Rails.
The white leading edge to the wing is nearly
always prominent. Less obvious in flight are the
white markings on the upperside. In adult birds,
the bright yellow and orange bill can sometimes
be seen when flushed. It sneaks silently through
the vegetation in an upright bearing, flicking the
tail when excited, thereby showing the bright
undertail-coverts.

Juvenile plumage

The black downy young with the pied bill de-
velops the juvenile plumage during a period of
1.5 month. The bill-tip turns yellowish and the
bright vivid colours of the bill get darker. The now
yellowish-green-mottled ring around the middle of
the dark horn-coloured bill is only obvious for
some days since it fades rapidly and disappears
altogether when the bird is fully grown (cf
sketches in Pauler 1968). When the full juvenile
plumage is attained, the bill is olive-brownish to
greenish-horn-coloured, somewhat darker towards
the tip, and the upper mandible shows a fine
yellowish (female?) or pale orange (male?) base
which is, however, not yet prominent.

The grey-black iris changes to grey-olive-
coloured and subsequently to olive-green. From
the inside out, the iris colour then changes to
brownish, starting with a narrow brown ring
around the pupil. The blackish legs of downy
young develop into grey-green, brownish-olive
and finally dirty olive-green.

As in Water Rail, the first contour-feathers ap-
pear on the flanks, thighs, mantle and ear-coverts
after only 2-3 weeks (figure 2a). Under less fa-
vourable conditions, juvenile birds, with the
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stronger spotting and the pale bright coloration,
may easily be mistaken for juvenile Water Rail or
juvenile Little or Baillon’s Crake (figures 1b-c,
2h, 4b, 5b). It also wears the juvenile plumage
only for 3-4 weeks. Since the juvenile and the
subsequent male and female plumages were
meticulously described as early as the beginning
of the last century (Brehm & Schilling 1822),
only the relevant characters are given.

In juvenile birds, there is not yet any grey
around the eye and on the lores and throat.
These parts are bright brownish to cream with
whitish spots. The ear-coverts are washed-out
brownish. The throat is often mostly whitish, the
breast and belly are bright brownish with whitish
spots. For detailed descriptions and sketches of
breast-feathers, see Glutz von Blotzheim et al
(1973: plate 63). The belly and vent up to the
undertail-coverts are dirty white. The flanks have
soft bright brownish feathers with washed-out
whitish wave-like bands. The undertail-coverts
and upperside are as in adult birds more strongly
spotted with white. This character is, however,
highly variable both in adult and juvenile birds
(de Lust 1986) and is not useful for ageing in the
field.

When birds are not forced to move, either by
falling water levels (as early as July) or popula-
tion pressure, juvenile and adult birds can be
found in the breeding area into September
(sometimes even October). Juvenile birds are
present from late June (first broods) to September-
October (late and second broods).

First-winter and adult plumages
The feathers of the first-winter plumage already
start to appear in the juvenile plumage. As in
Water Rail, the post-juvenile moult involves only
the small body-feathers and does not at first alter
the appearance profoundly since the superci-
lium, ear-coverts, throat, neck, breast and belly
are also densely spotted with white. However,
the darker grey and olive-brown fringes to these
feathers show through. The contrasting flanks
with the wave-like white bands are conspicuous.
At this stage, juvenile birds are separated safely
from first-winter birds only by the flank pattern.
The olive-brownish tips to the breast-feathers
abrade during the following months, making the
lateral spots on the tip and the dark centres more
obvious. Therefore, the contrast of the white
spots on a dark background is not obvious until
spring.

The facial feathers also abrade. The white
feather-tips disappear, making the region above
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165

165 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana,
juvenile, Gronauer Masch, Niedersachsen, Germany,
15 July 1961 (Peter Becker). Note white leading edge
to wing

166 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana,
adult female during complete moult, Grasdorf near
Hannover, Niedersachsen, Germany, 2 August 1964
(Peter Becker)

167 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana,
worn adult male before moult, Grasdorf near Hanno-
ver, Niedersachsen, Germany, 6 August 1964 (Peter
Becker)

168 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana,
juvenile (left) with worn adult before moult, Germany,
autumn 1963 (Wilhelm Brinkmann)

169 Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana,
first-winter, Sloterdijk, Noordholland, Netherlands,
QOctober 1982 (Piet Munsterman).
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the eye grey, leaving only some white spots
towards the forehead. The chin and throat also
turn grey due to abrading bright feather-tips, the
cheeks even turn blackish. The lore-feathers as
well as the ear-coverts loose the pale tips, result-
ing in a washed-out bright brownish coloration.

The spotted neck, breast and belly are grey to
olive-brownish (Becker 1983b) and during sum-
mer, when the white spots have abraded, almost
turn uniformly dark olive-grey. Since the upper-
side gets darker through the abrasion of the white
stripes and spots, contrasting with the pale
bleached-out fringes to the tertials, adult birds,
with the orange-red base of the upper mandible
and the almost uniformly dark olive-grey under-
side, may easily be mistaken at this stage for
male Little Crake.

Since it breeds only once during the first
breeding season (the complete moult starts as
early as June) and twice in subsequent breeding
seasons (the complete moult does not start before
August-September), the plumage is worn out for
more than a year. The breast-feathers abrade
even further, revealing the second row of spots.
Since these are narrow white transverse spots
with a black edge, the now dark breast shows
white wave-like bands (figure 2d-e) which join
the bands towards the rear-flanks.

The heavily abraded plumage is completely
moulted during the last stages of rearing the
young. This coincides with the development of
the feathers of the young. The new remiges and
rectrices grow in less than 3 weeks (P Becker in
Stresemann & Stresemann 1966) during which
period the bird is flightless (plate 166). The moult
of the body-feathers, which already starts before
the remiges and rectrices are shed (late |une-
early August), takes somewhat longer. At first, the
adult plumage is almost identical with the fresh
first-winter plumage. Through abrasion, however,
it turns into a more contrasting plumage towards
the breeding season. The grey on the head and
throat is more extensive, the hlack on the chin
more intense than in first-winter birds. Old fe-
males, however, differ hardly from first-winter
males, old males on the other hand are notably
darker in the face, including the chin and malar
region (figure 2c-d).

Males and females are not separable in the
field and in the hand even experienced ringers
have difficulties (cf Leuzinger 1978) because of
the overlap in wing measurements. It is possible
only under favourable conditions, ie, when com-
paring the members of a known pair. During the
breeding season, males have a more contrasting

head and bill pattern and are slightly bigger.

The bill turns brighter during the moult into
the first-winter plumage. The next spring, it is
yellow with a horn-coloured tip and a shining
orange-red base of the upper mandible. In males,
the bill is more intensely coloured than in fe-
males (Becker 1983b). In old males, the red base
of the upper mandible gets swollen (up to 3 mm
thick) during the courtship, with the red some-
times extending onto the base of the lower man-
dible.

Towards spring, the dirty olive-green legs of
the juvenile bird change to bright olive-green
which can look yellowish at and above the knee
and at the ankle. During winter, the olive-green
iris of the juvenile bird also becomes brownish
and, towards the breeding season, turns bright
brown and even red-brown in older males. After
the complete moult in autumn, second calendar-
year and older birds can under favourable con-
ditions be told from first-winter birds (after the
post-juvenile moult) by the greener legs, the
brown iris and the vividly coloured bill.

The upperside appears more olive-brown and,
therefore, darker than in Water Rail. From the
forehead to the tail-tip, all the black-brown feath-
ers have a wide olive-brown fringe with white
stripes and spots which are outlined by black on
the larger wing-coverts, The wing-coverts are
more brown than olive, making the outer upper-
side look moare brownish. The tertials have a
conspicuous wide pale bright brown inner web
and a dark outer web with white zigzags. The
inner webs bleach during the year and then form
bright lines (cf Little Crake).

The amount of speckling on the remiges and
rectrices varies individually. Only the inner and
outermost rectrices show a white edge to the
outer web and white spots on it (Hansen &
Oelke 1974). There are, however, birds in which
every single rectrix shows white and some in
which white is completely lacking (even in fresh
plumage). | could not establish sex- or age-relat-
ed differences in these patterns.

The remiges, which are black-brown when
fresh, bleach towards brown during the year.
Most secondaries, apart from the five innermost,
rarely show rows of white spots on the inner and
outer webs. The same applies to the primaries, in
which only the outermost are extensively white
towards the tip or mottled with white on the
edge of the outer web. This white pattern can be
inconspicuous. The outer webs of the other pri-
maries often show a white-marhled pattern. The
brown wing-coverts are speckled with white
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towards the tip which is not the case in the pri-
mary coverts. Only the alula feathers have a
white edge or white spots on the proximal parts
of the outer web.

The leading edge of the wing, from the alula to
nearly the tip of the outermost primary, is white,
both from below and above. This character,
which is usually clearly visible in flushed birds,
can be useful for identification (cf Water Rail and
Little Crake). Some photographs show this char-
acter well (eg, Falco 1938, Silsby 1980, Hout-
kamp 1981; plate 165). The underwing-coverts
are shiny black-brown with white tips to the
under primary coverts and white barring on the
greater underwing-coverts and the axillaries as in
Water Rail.

Undertail-coverts

An important character of Water Rail and
Porzana crakes is the coloration of the undertail-
coverts which are often well visible because of
the erect feathers and the bobbing tail move-
ments in agitated birds. A number of colours cit-
ed in the literature, such as rusty-yellow, rusty
and rusty-brown-yellow, seem too dark to me.
Descriptions, such as dirty white-yellow (Conrad
von Baldenstein 1981), creamy-yellow (Nicolai
1982) and more general yellowish (Delin &
Svensson 1989), are far more accurate. In fact,
the undertail-coverts are brightly coloured and
towards the breeding season, before the moult,
may even appear white due to abrasion and
bleaching. Earlier authors were familiar with this
character and, when Schinz (1830) claimed
‘pure white’, he had either seen a worn individ-
ual or one of the rare birds which actually has
white feathers. It is, however, questionable
whether these uniformly coloured undertail-
coverts are indeed ‘unmistakable’ (Gerber 1944).
I have checked this character in 500 Spotted
Crakes. Of these, 46 (9%) showed colour devi-
ations. Handbooks and field guides stress that the
uniformly coloured undertail-coverts distinguish
it from Little or Baillon’s Crake which both show
black-and-white barring on the undertail-coverts
(Wist 1970, Peterson et al 1984). In most cases,
this is true. There are, however, always situations
in the field in which a strongly aberrant bird can
cause confusion when other characters are seen
only briefly.

Although the outer undertail-coverts only rare-
ly show some small dark brown tips, the (larger)
inner undertail-coverts may show dark brown to
blackish patterns both in the outer and especially
obvious in the longer inner undertail-coverts.
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This pattern often covers the whole row of the
inner undertail-coverts, producing black-brown
barring (three to five bands) or even black-and-
white mottling.

Aberrations without dark patterns include
white feathers and one-sidedly white feathers.
Among the feathers with a blackish or black-
brown pattern, some show longitudinal spots
along the shaft or more often towards the tip.
One to four more or less wide spots already pro-
duce distinct barring when the tail is closed.
Black feather-tips and -fringes also occur as well
as combinations of feathers which are white on
one side and show one of the described patterns
on the other side. Among the most conspicuous
feathers are those which show four to five wide
dark bands on the whitish inner web and a nor-
mal colour on the outer web. Completely aber-
rant are the black-and-white feathers (figure 3)
which may confuse the inexperienced observer.

Little Crake

General characters

It is considerably smaller and more elegantly
built than Water Rail and Spotted Crake, ap-
proaching the size of Common Starling Sturnus
vulgaris (wing length 99-117 mm). The primary-
projection is long, at least 25 mm (cf Baillon’s
Crake). The upperside is brown with bright
brown to yellowish-brown and blackish stripes.
Between these, two more or less clear rows of
white spots on the dark mantle are present. The
undertail-coverts are blackish with dirty white
bands. The rear-flanks show inconspicuous
washed-out white barring. In males, the sides of
the head and underside are grey (except for the
rear-flanks). The underside of females is bright
sandy to rusty-brown, the flanks show washed-
out brown-and-white barring, the throat is whit-
ish, the sides of the head show a grey hue, and
the ear-coverts are brownish. The legs in adult
birds are green, the bill is yellow-green. Outside
the breeding season, the red on the base of the
bill (near the gape) is often pale or almost absent
and makes this character not only unreliable but
may also lead to confusion with Baillon’s. The
iris is shiny red in adult birds. Juvenile birds
show additional white spots on the upperside.
The underside is bright whitish to buff with
washed-out brownish wave-like bands. These
abrade quickly so that the underside as well as
the face of juvenile birds soon appear almost
white. The iris is olive-greenish and the bill dark
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FIGURE 4 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva (Christopher Schmidt). (a) downy young, 26 days old, in
transition from downy young to juvenile, (b) juvenile, (c) first adult plumage of male (winter to first breeding season),
(d) adult male, (e) adult female
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170 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva, adult female, Neusiedlersee, Austria, 10 July 1987
(Peter Becker)

171 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva, juvenile, Eemshaven, Groningen, Netherlands, 5 September
1990 (Leo | R Boon)
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olive-green. Confusion with juvenile Baillon’s is
possible. The legs are brownish to pale olive-
greenish.

During the awkward fluttering flight (Spotted
and Baillon’s are more agile), the dangling legs
(as in Water Rail) and the brightly coloured
stripes on the back are obvious. They readily
climb about, which is particularly obvious during
spring migration when they can be found in
leafless branches overhanging the water.

Juvenile plumage
When c 14 days old, the first contour-feathers
appear and, when 40-50 days old, there are no
traces left of the black plumage of downy young.
The intermediate stages between the plumages of
downy young and juvenile birds are shown in
Heinroth & Heinroth (1931), Becker (1988) and
figure 4a. During this period, the iris colour
changes from dark black-grey to olive-green and
later, probably from the outside inwards, to
bright brown, brown and finally red-brown in
adult birds (similar as in Spotted Crake). The ten-
der pink bill of downy young becomes spotted
with bright dark spots before it turns completely
dark olive-green, subsequently turning to bright
horn-coloured and finally dark horn-coloured.
The lower mandible (except for the dark tip) is
brighter (yellow-green) than the upper mandible.
In juvenile birds, the gape may (regularly?) al-
ready show some signs of red or orange in
autumn. The leg colour changes from dark in
downy young, followed hy pale olive-brown and
finally bright olive-green, similar to Spotted. The
feathers on the head and sides of the neck as
well as on the underside are dirty white with
washed-out brownish bands. The forehead, chin
and throat are whitish; the ear-coverts and lores
are darker (Becker 1988, O Bondesson in Delin
& Svensson 1989: plate 95H). The juvenile
plumage is retained longer than in Water Rail
and Spotted Crake. During autumn, the grey-
brownish feather-tips of the underside abrade
readily, the barring on the breast and belly grad-
ually disappears so that the forehead, sides of the
head and neck, chin, throat, breast and parts of
the belly appear almost uniformly whitish, with
minimal grey-brownish hues only on the sides. In
the field, the underside appears whitish. The
undertail-coverts are brown with dirty white
bands, washed-out brownish towards the outer
ones. The juvenile plumage appears altogether
brighter than in Baillon’s Crake.

The upperside of juvenile birds, from the paler
forehead towards the tail, is brown, the neck is

somewhat brighter. The mantle and back are
black-brown with two white parallel rows of
indistinct spots on a dark background. The scapu-
lars and wing-coverts are black-brown with wide
brown tips and fringes and many round-to-oval
white spots near the tip to most wing-coverts,
some primary coverts and especially on the ter-
tials (the spotting is irregular and variable).
Sometimes, the remiges as well as the alula show
rounded white spots as well (cf sketches of feath-
ers in Harengerd 1971 and Glutz von Blotzheim
et al 1973: figure 65). The bright brown fringes to
the tertials contrast with the dark back (later even
stronger due to bleaching) and produce a pale
yellow striping which is obvious in flushed birds.

Naumann (1899) and Hartert (1921-22) al-
ready mentioned the long wedge-shaped tail.
The rectrices are black-brown with a more or
less wide bright brown outer web which abrades
towards the next breeding season. Shortly before
the complete moult, the feathers are worn, point-
ed and often not brown-fringed. Some fresh-
plumaged juvenile birds have white at the tips of
the rectrices.

Juvenile birds are present from late June until
their departure in autumn as late as October
(Koenig 1943, misidentified as Baillon’s; cf Bauer
1960, Harengerd 1971).

First-winter plumage
The juvenile feathers of the underside and most
of the upperside are (partly?) replaced in No-
vember-March. The wintering and moulting
areas are largely unknown. During the post-juv-
enile moult, the brightly coloured juvenile plu-
mage is replaced by the first-winter plumage
(figure 4¢). Males and females are now distinct
(cf photographs in Konig 1967: 144). In males,
the forehead, sides of the head, neck, breast and
helly are grey, the chin is somewhat brighter. The
rear-flanks and undertail-coverts are washed-out
black with variably patterned white barring, the
outer undertail-coverts show a brownish hue. In
females, the throat is white, the sides of the head
are bright grey, the ear-coverts more brownish.
There are no dark lores as sometimes suggested
(eg, colour plate in Schwarz & Sutter 1960). The
breast and belly are cream to bright sandy, some-
times with a rusty hue. The flanks are brownish
with dirty dark grey and whitish washed-out bar-
ring. The undertail-coverts are as in males, on
the whole somewhat more brownish. The rest of
the plumage is similar to that of males.

Not all the feathers of the upperside are replac-
ed during the post-juvenile moult so that the first-
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winter plumage of males and females can be
recognized by the presence of some retained
juvenile feathers with white spots (the scapulars
and wing-coverts). Furthermore, first-winter males
have less red on the bill and first-winter females
are not as grey on the sides of the head which is,
however, only rarely well visible.

The black-brown primaries and rectrices turn
brown towards spring and get heavily worn to-
wards the breeding season because the birds often
climb about in the vegetation, using the wings to
balance themselves in the swinging reed-bed.

In both males and females, the bill is bright
green, yellowish towards the tip and with more
or less intense red in the gape which in older
birds may reach the nostril or extend towards the
culmen at the base (it is, however, never swollen
as in Spotted Crake). In males, the bill is more
vividly coloured than in females. Early in spring,
some first-winter males may show that little red
{or none at all) at the gape (Mewes 1858) that
they may easily be mistaken for a Baillon's Crake
without any red on the bill, especially since first-
winter males also have some white-spotted feath-
ers on the upperside.

The iris as well as the orbital ring become
bright red. The olive-green legs change to yel-
low-green with some blue-green hues at the knee
and ankle.

During the breeding season, it is temporary
flightless because of a complete moult in which
all the feathers are replaced. Some body-feathers
of breeding birds are shed by late May, the remi-
ges and rectrices not until the young have fledg-
ed. The birds at the northern edge of the breed-
ing range, which breed only once, moult in July.
In the Neusiedlersee area, Austria, the birds
breeding late (second broods) start to moult the
body-feathers in July and complete the moult of
the remiges and rectrices in August-September or
even later. The moult of non-breeders has not yet
been studied.

Adult plumage

After the first complete moult in summer-autumn
of the second calendar-year, ie, after the first
breeding season, the birds acquire the adult plu-
mage which does not differ significantly from the
first-winter plumage in both males and females.
The feathers of the breast and belly are delicately
tipped whitish, making the underside appear
brighter; however, not with such conspicuous
wave-like bands as depicted in Cramp & Sim-
mons (1980: plate 63). The white-spotted feath-
ers in the wings and scapulars are now lacking
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(except for the brightly coloured double.row of
fine spots on the dark back which is visible in
each plumage but which becomes less obvious
through abrasion and which may disappear alto-
gether towards spring). Furthermore, the whitish
mottling disappears on the underside of males,
leaving them uniformly grey (figure 4d) (except
for the more or less black-banded rear-flanks; cf
sketches in Glutz von Blotzheim et al 1973: fig-
ure 67). The brightly coloured fringes to the grey
head-feathers abrade, making the grey area on
the head larger than in the first-winter plumage.
In females, the face can be grey (the ear-coverts,
hawever, remain brownish) and in older birds
the throat may also be grey. In males, the grey
gets wider on the forehead and the region above
the eye. The colour morph described by Ditt-
berner & Dittherner (1985: ‘forehead and crown
grey-blue’) may have been a old male. The dif-
ferences in the pattern of grey on the head as
well as in the brown hues on the underside of
females are probably not only age-related but
also reflect the variability which is commonly
found in the larger populations. As in Water Rail,
the upperpart coloration is highly variable; it
ranges from bright olive-brown to brown and
pale rusty-brown. These colour morphs, how-
ever, which may dominate in a particular area,
do not justify the distinction of subspecies
(Gawrilenko 1926, Kleinschmidt 1935).

In adult birds, the fringes to the tertials bleach
to pale yellow in spring-summer (Dittherner &
Dittberner 1985) and contrast with the black up-
perside, making the character of the brightly
coloured stripes on the upperside obvious in
flushed birds (together with the uncertain flight
with the dangling legs) (figure 7d).

The gleaming underwing-coverts and axil-
laries are brownish to ashy-grey without any
white patterning. The outer web of the outer pri-
mary sometimes shows a white edge or mottling
which has already been described in Naumann
(1899). In the field, however, this is not at all
conspicuous (cf Spotted and Baillon's Crakes).
This pattern is highly variable in Little and
Baillon's Crakes and can not be used as a
distinguishing character as suggested by Gerber
(1952). Some variation in this white pattern was
illustrated by Rokitansky (1953). Unfortunately,
the sketches by Marz (1969) have not been
corrected by K Banz (Mirz 1987). A ‘true to life’
figure was given in Gerber (1952). Harengerd
(1971) published a photograph of a first-winter
bird with white on the outer web of the outer
primary.
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172 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
adult male, Neusiedlersee, Austria, 18 July 1987 (Peter
Becker)

173 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
adult female, Neusiedlersee, Austria, 11 July 1987
(Peter Becker)

174 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
juvenile, 36 days old, Steinhuder Meer, Niedersachsen,
Germany, 2 Julv 1966 (Peter Becker)

175 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
juvenile, Filat, Israel, 18 Nowvember 1990 (Koen van
Dijken)

176 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
adult  female, Steinhuder  Meer,  Nicedersachsen,
Germany, 5 June 1966 (Peter Becker)
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177 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
adult female, Neusiedlersee, Austria, 17 July 1987
(W Huber)

Baillon’s Crake '

General characters

It is hardly smaller than Little Crake, only in di-
rect comparison the size difference is visible
(wing length 85-100 mm). In all plumages, the
short primary-projection (due to the long tertials)
is the best character to separate it from Little,
which has a long primary-projection. In the clos-
ed wing, the primary-projection is only 10-15
mm (and usually less). Only two to three prima-
ry-tips are visible (in Little, the primary-project-
ion is at least 25 mm and at least five primary-
tips are visible). Even at longer ranges, the long
wing-tip is visible in Little, in Baillon’s Crake
hardly any wing-tip is visible. Note, however,
that Spotted Crake also has a short primary-pro-
jection. When the longest tertials are missing,
which is exceptional because they are moulted
simultaneously to the primaries, more primary-
tips are of course visible (Dutch Birding 11: 135,
plate 87, 1989). See sketches in Niethammer
(1942), Zimmer & Rensch (1928) and Marz (1969,
1987) and photographs of Little in Bauer (1960),
Kénig (1967), Harengerd (1971), Dittberner &
Dittberner (1985) and Delin & Svensson (1989)

178 Little Crake / Klein Waterhoen Porzana parva,
adult female, Neusiedlersee, Austria, 3 July 1992
(Peter Becker)

and of Baillon’s in Becker (1982b), Box (1986),
Delin & Svensson (1989), Konigstedt & Langbehn
(1989); see also figure 5.

The tail is also short and, since it only rarely
stretches the neck, Baillon’s appears more thick-
set than Little. The appearance is more like that
of a Spotted and likewise it often flicks the tail.

The upperside is nut- to rusty-brown (paler
brown in Little) with black longitudinal spots and
many white speckles, points, branched stripes
and rings outlined by black on the back and
wings, contrasting but only visible at close range.
The crown is brown, the feathers with a black
shaft-streak, the neck and sides of the neck are
brighter, the feathers without a black shaft-streak.
The underside is grey, the flanks and undertail-
coverts are clearly banded black-and-white. This
pattern almost reaches the middle of the belly
and is, therefore, more conspicuous than in male
Little which also has a grey underside. Males and
females are hardly distinguishable. The bill is
grass-green, never showing red at the base (cf
Little Crake); the iris is red and the legs are pale
olive-green to olive-brownish.

The upperside of juvenile birds is as in adult
birds, also with (sex- and age-related?) variation
in the coloration and extent of the speckling. The

I Please remember that the English species name has to be pronounced in French (like, eg, Richard’s Pipit Anthus
richardi), as Baillon’s Crake was named after the French natural history collector and dealer Louis Antoine Frangois
Baillon (1778-1855) in 1819 (but already discovered and described in 1776 by the German ornithologist Peter

Simon Pallas).
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d

FIGURE 5 Baillon's Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusilla (Christopher Schondt). (a) downy young, ¢ 25 days
old, in transition from downy yvoung to juvenile, (b) juvenile, () adult, (d) adult, variation showing brown an ear
caverts and flanks
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brownish-grey, the
flanks and undertail-coverts are more clearly

underside is washed-out
banded than in juvenile Little and darker.
Juvenile Little also has a brighter upperside than
juvenile Baillon’s. Without direct comparison,
inexperienced observers will certainly have
problems. The longer (Little) or shorter (Baillon's)
primary-projection should, therefore, always be
checked. The iris, leg and bill colours of juvenile
Little and Baillon’s are not or only rarely slightly
different. The legs are brownish-grey or bright
olive-brown, the bill is horn-coloured and the iris
olive-green to brownish (for details, see below).
In flight, it is as agile as Spotted and neither
‘unwieldy’ nor ‘slow’ as llicev & Flint (1989)
claimed. When flushed, it immediately swoops
down again elegantly into the sedges, looking
small and dark. A brightly coloured leading edge
to the wing, which is still given as a character in
handbooks and field guides, is not at all obvious
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179 Baillon's Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusil-
la, juvenile, Wierthe, Niedersachsen, Germany, 8 Sep-
tember 1966 (Peter Rosemeyer)

180 Baillon's Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusil-
la, juvenile, Diipen near Wolfsburg, Niedersachsen,
Germany, 7 September 1981 (Peter Becker). Note fine
white spots

181 Baillon‘s Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusil-
Ja, adult male, Wiilfel near Hannover, Niedersachsen,
Germany, 17 June 1961 (Peter Becker)

in the field since the white marginal wing-coverts
are found on the underside of the wing (in con-
trast with Spotted, figure 2). The whitish edge to
the outer web of the outermost primary (some-
times absent) and the distal alula feather are too
narrow to be seen in flushed birds (plates 179-
180). In checking this character in 40-50 flushed
Baillon’s, | never observed a white leading edge
to the wing. Claims of Baillon’s based solely on
this criterion should be rejected or assigned to
Spotted (eg, Miiller 1939, Jacoby et al 1970).

The speckling on the upperside is not as ob-
vious in flushed birds as the bright stripes in
Little. Even when concentrating on these char-
acters and after repeated flushing, which is al-
ways to be condemned, the green bill and the
red iris are only rarely visible.

Juvenile plumage
Since it is among the latest migrants to return to
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182 Baillon’s Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusilla, adult, Eilat, Israel, 14 March 1993 (Leo | R Boon)

183 Baillon's Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusifla, adult, Beidahe, China, May 1993 (David
Tipling/Windrush). Note that this bird belongs to the subspecies I p pusilla
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184 Baillon’s Crake / Kleinst Waterh Porzana pusilla, adult female bathing, Baddeckenstedt, Niedersachsen,
Germany, 9 June 1976 (Peter Becker)
185 Baillon’s Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen Porzana pusilla, adult, Sunderland, Durham, England, May 1989
(David Tipling/Windrush).
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central Europe (from mid-May), it only has time
to breed once, usually in June-July.

The transition from the black downy to the
juvenile plumage (figure 5a) is more or less simi-
lar to that in Little Crake. The same applies to
the development of the iris, hill and leg colours.
At this stage, birds are easily misidentified as
Little. The bill, however, never shows any red.
The upper mandible and tip are dark horn-
coloured, the lower mandible is brownish-yel-
low up to the middle, later turning completely
greenish. The legs are not as greenish as in Little
but rather bright brownish to greyish-flesh (rare-
ly visible in the field). The iris colour is changing
from nearly black to olive-brown, greyish
around the pupil and more brownish at the
edge, later turning bright brown. Good pho-
tographs of juvenile birds were published in
Schaftenaar (1984) and Box (1986).

The head and sides of the neck show a wash-
ed-out bright brownish pattern, the ear-coverts
are somewhat darker. The chin and throat are
whitish, the breast is bright brownish with a
washed-out dark brown wave-like pattern. The
belly is whitish with clear brown transverse
waves, the flanks and undertail-coverts are
black-brown with whitish bands and dirty mottl-
ing. The overall coloration is darker than in
Little. The centre of the forehead and crown
show black-brown feathers with a wide rusty-
brown fringe, the neck is brighter, the feathers
on the side of the neck are brighter brown with-
out a blackish shaft-streak. The back is black-
brown, the feathers with a rusty-brown fringe
and white stripes and spots (many of which also
show some black), forming rows of spots on the
back together with white on the scapulars (cf
photographs in Delin & Svensson 1989; figure
5b).

The leading edge to the wing is uniformly
brown without any white (cf Water Rail). The
tips to the greater and median wing-coverts,
tertials (darker than in Little) and scapulars are
warm rusty to olive-brown with numerous ir-
regular white spots, speckles and stripes outlin-
ed by black (highly variable as in adult birds).
The white spots show a blackish centre which
is not found in Little. This pattern is only rarely
mentioned (Naumann 1899, Conrad von
Baldenstein 1981). Whether this character is re-
liable and useful in the field should be check-
ed. The black-brown secondaries and more
rarely the primaries often have white spots near
the tip. For other characters, see the adult plu-
mage.

First-winter plumage

It seems to moult the juvenile plumage earlier
than Little Crake, already before it migrates in
August or in the wintering area (although there
are only few reliable data). The first-winter plu-
mage is almost the same in males and females.
The upperside has less spots and stripes than in
the juvenile plumage. The underside of both
males and females is now grey. The flanks and
the undertail-coverts are blackish with white
bands which are more or less pronounced but
always more contrasting and extending further
onto the belly than in Little. The narrow bright
brown fringes to the fresh feathers of the un-
derside soon abrade. Towards the next breeding
season, the upperside gets darker through the
abrasion of brownish feather-fringes and some
white feather-tips as well as more contrasting due
to the remaining white spots. Young females now
show even more white on the chin and throat
than first-winter males.

Both males and females now have a bright red
iris and a yellow orbital ring which can be more
conspicuous and sometimes slightly swollen in
males (Szabd 1970). During the breeding season,
the bill is grass-green, with the culmen and tip
somewhat darker, always without red. The legs
are pale olive-green to olive-brownish (for
details, see the introductory section on the bare
parts).

Adult plumage

The adult plumage is acquired during (or some-
times after?) the breeding season after a complete
moult during which it is also flightless. The
moult, especially of unpaired birds, is largely
unknown. By late July, | still found males which
had not yet moulted. Although the fresh adult
plumage is similar to the first-winter plumage, it
becames even maore beautiful and contrasting
due to abrasion in the wintering area. Females
retain a white chin and are, therefore, under
favourable conditions distinguishable from males
with the more intense unifarmly grey underside
from the chin to the flanks. The rest of the plu-
mage and the size are basically the same in both
males and females. It may be that males are
mare contrastingly coloured but this needs to be
checked. The amount of variation in the brown
coloration and the white pattern on the upper-
side as well as in the black-and-white pattern on
the flanks and the undertail-coverts is consider-
able although seemingly not sex- or age-related.
It does, however, allow individual recognition in
the field.
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| could not confirm the sex-related plumage
differences recorded by Niethammer (1942),
who claimed a brown speckling behind the eye
in females, and by Szabé (1970), who observed a
(presumably older) female with brown in front of
and behind the eye. Of the 25 adult Baillon’s
Crakes (16 males and nine females) | checked,
only one male showed brown on the ear-coverts.
All other males and females had grey sides of the
head, ie, the same colour as that of the under-
side. Another male showed brown bands on the
flanks apart from the black-and-white bands.
Both variations, brown on the ear-coverts and on
the flanks, are combined in figure 5d. This aber-
rant brown coloration may be age-related or
possibly just a colour variation; it is, however,
certainly not sex-related. Unfortunately, Szabd's
exceptional find went down into field guides as a
character of females (eg, Jonsson 1978, 1992).
Glayre & Magnenat (1977) also observed two
slightly different plumages in a breeding pair
which could be observed at close range.

The white outer web of the outer primary has
already been mentioned in the description of
Little. For variations in this white pattern, see
Rokitansky (1953). This ‘character’ is of no use in
the field since the white is too inconspicuous
and sometimes lacks altogether. The outer web
of the larger alula feathers may also show a nar-
row white edge or white speckling which is,
however, not obvious in flying birds. Un-
fortunately, llicev & Flint (1989) introduced yet
another mistake by stating that the ‘shaft of the
first primary’ is ‘white’.

The tail has 10 rectrices (sometimes 12,
Hansen & Oelke 1973). It is rounded and black-
brown in all plumages. The fresh rectrices show
a rusty- to olive-brown fringe which abrades
more or less during winter. The outer webs of the
outermost rectrices sometimes show white spots
which can be outlined by black.

The remiges bleach during winter and turn
brown. The underwing-coverts and axillaries,
which have a silky gloss as in the other species,
are grey- to black-brown with white spots near
the tips (the under primary coverts) and faint
white cross-barring (on the underwing-coverts
and axillaries) in which the white spots and
streaks are outlined by black. The barring on the
underwing is not as conspicuous as in Water Rail
and Spotted Crake and may even lack, reducing
the white pattern to the feather-tips. The marginal
underwing-coverts are white.
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Sora Crake

This Nearctic crake is a vagrant in Europe, with
12 records in Great Britain up to and including
1993 (Rogers & Rarities Committee 1992), three
in Sweden, one in France and one in Spain
(Lewington et al 1991) (for records of ship-assist-
ed birds, see von Jordans & Niethammer 1957
and Weber 1973). More precise plumage descrip-
tions can be found in Ripley (1977), Cramp &
Simmons (1980) and Roberts (1984). The separa-
tion from other Porzana crakes was discussed by
Wallace (1976), Roberts (1984) and Lewington et
al (1991). Good colour photographs of adult birds
were published by Rogers & Rarities Committee
(1986), Gulin (1987) and Kaufmann (1988).

Juvenile plumage

The upperside is as in adult birds, the crown and
neck are somewhat brighter. The sides of the
head are dirty white, the ear-coverts brownish.
The grey underside and the black face of adult
birds are still lacking. The chin and throat are
whitish, the sides of the neck, breast and upper
belly are buff-brown without white spots, the
belly is whitish. The flanks are olive-brown with
white barring, not yet as contrasting as in adult
birds. The iris is olive-green and the hill bright
brownish, the culmen dark horn-coloured, the
lower mandible brighter. The legs are bright
brownish to flesh-coloured. This plumage is easi-
ly misidentified as the brightly coloured juvenile
plumage of Spotted Crake; however, it lacks the
white speckling on the head, neck, throat and
breast.

The post-juvenile moult takes place in sum-
mer-autumn (descriptions in Wallace 1976 and
Roberts 1984). As in Spotted, the feathers of the
underside and (some of?) the upperside are now
replaced. The fresh grey and black feathers of the
underside and head still show a brightly colour-
ed fringe (Cramp & Simmons 1980) which ab-
rades during winter so that in spring birds start to
breed in a plumage similar to that of adult birds.
Juvenile and adult birds are depicted in figure 6.
As in Spotted, older birds may be distinguished
from first-winter birds by the more contrasting
plumage, especially on the head.

Adult plumage

It is similar to Spotted Crake but somewhat
smaller. The black face is characteristic; the fore-
head, lares, chin, sometimes throat and throat
stripe extending onto the breast are black. The
ear-coverts are brown, the rest of the sides of the
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FIGURE 6 Sora Crake / Soraral Porzana carolina (Christopher Schmidt). (a) juvenile, (b) adult

head, above the eye as well, sides of the neck,
throat, breast and belly are grey without any
spots, the vent is whitish. A small triangular
white spot is present behind the orbital ring (fig-
ure 6h). The flanks show conspicuous narrow
bands of white, olive-brown and black. The
undertail-coverts are whitish, fading laterally
towards pale yellow, brighter than in Spotted.

The crown is dark brown, towards the neck
brighter brown to olive-brown without a white
speckling. The mantle and scapulars are olive-
brown with black spots (the feather-centres
blackish), the white feather-fringes are more deli-
cate and narrow, not as obvious as in Spotted.
The back, rump and tail are black-brown as in
Spotted but with fewer white spots. The wings

186 Sora Crake / Soraral Porzana carolina, first-winter, St Mary’s, Scilly, England, October 1991

(David Tipling/Windrush)

.
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187 Sora Crake / Soraral Porzana carolina, first-winter,
St Mary's, Scilly, England, October 1991
(David Tipling/Windrush)

are dark brown with narrow white fringes only to
the secondaries, tertials and coverts, not as
contrasting as in Spotted. The brown fringes to
the tertials are not as bright as in Spotted. The
edge to the outer web of the outermost primary
and alula are whitish. The whitish leading edge
to the wing is not as conspicuous as in Spotted.

The powerful bill is yellow, somewhat grey-
greenish towards the tip, with the base of the
upper mandible swollen during the breeding
season; however, never with any red or orange
as in Spotted. The iris is brown to red-brown.
The legs and toes are green to vyellow-green.
Females have a less contrasting pattern on the
head, showing less black.
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188 Sora Crake / Soraral Porzana carolina, adult,
Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1993
(Piet Munsterman)
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Samenvatting

HERKENNING VAN  WATERRAL AND  PORZANA-RALLEN IN
Eurora De kenmerken en verenkleden van vijf kleine
ralachtigen, de in Europa broedende Waterral Rallus
aquaticus, Porseleinhoen Porzana porzana, Klein Wa-
terhoen P parva en Kleinst Waterhoen P pusilla, en de
als dwaalgast voorkomende Soraral P carolina, worden
gedetailleerd beschreven en afgebeeld. De algemene
beschrijvingen van de soorten worden gevolgd door
kenmerken van de vier te onderscheiden kleden: dons-
jong, juveniel, eerste-winter en adult. Enkele be-
langrijke fouten en tekortkomingen in recente veld-
gidsen en handboeken worden genoemnd. Enige nadruk
wordt gelegd op de kleuren van de naakte delen die
belangrijk kunnen zijn bij het herkennen van de dons-
jongen en tot verwarring hebben geleid met betrekking
tot adulte vogels. De helderheid van het licht bein-
vloedt het samentrekken en daarmee de kleur van de
iris; bleken door de zon, temperatuur (door wisselende
doorbloeding) en watersamenstelling kunnen van
invloed zijn op de kleur van de naakte delen met
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FIGURE 7 Water Rail Rallus aquaticus and Porzana crakes in flight (Christopher Schmidt). (a) Water Rail / Waterral,

ib) Water Rail / Waterral with white spots on wing-coverts, (c) Spotted Crake / Porseleinhoen P porzana, (d) Little

Crake / Klein Waterhoen P parva, (e) Baillon’s Crake / Kleinst Waterhoen P pusilla, adult male. For comparison:
(f) Corncrake / Kwartelkoning Crex crex, (g) Quail / Kwartel Coturnix coturnix

209



Identification of Water Rail and Porzana crakes in Europe

opvallende variaties als gevolg. De pootkleur van
Kleinst Waterhoen, vaak beschreven als roze of vlees-
kleurig, is in feite groenachtig.

Bij Waterral kunnen de witte strepen op de vleugel-
dekveren en zelfs op de slagpennen samen met de zeer
variabele onderstaartdekveren verwarring veroorzaken
met de Porzana-soorten. Ook bij Porseleinhoen komen
veel (zeldzame) variaties in de onderstaartdekveren
voor, varierend van zwarte veertoppen tot vrijwel vol-
ledig zwart-witte bandering. De witte vleugelvoorrand
die vaak als karakteristiek voor Kleinst Waterhoen
wordt genoemd, is in feite typisch voor Porseleinhoen
en sommige Waterrallen. Witachtige veerzomen aan de
tertials zijn, vooral bij het opvliegen, een helangrijk
kenmerk van Klein Waterhoen. Het voornaamste ken-
merk om Klein en Kleinst Waterhoen in ieder kleed te
onderscheiden is de structuur van de vleugel (handpen-
projectie veel korter in Kleinst Waterhoen).
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