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THE GEOGRAPHICAL FORMS OF POLIHIERAX SEMITORQUATUS

BY W. Wedgwood Bowen.

In the Journal fiir Ornithologie, 1914, pages 675 to 678, the forms of

the African P^my Falcon were reviewed by Zedlitz, who rec<^nized the

following four races, one of which he described therein as new:

1. Polihicrax ^. semHorquatus A. Smith. "Wing 124—131 mm. Upper

parts of male dark grav; back like the crown. South Africa to Tangan-

yika Territory ('
' S.-bis D. O.-Afrika " ) . .

2. P. s. homopterus Oberholser. "Wing 116-123 mm. Upper parts (not

the crown) slightly lighter. Hawash River to Lake Stefanie.

3. P. s. derkeni Zedlitz. Wing 110-117 mm. Upper parts, including

the crown, a shade lighter than in the previous form
;
distinctly paler than

in semitorquatus. Soutii Somaliland and Kenya Colony to Lake Baringo.

4. P. s. castanotiis (TIeuglin). Quoted as havii^ a wing-length,
<;f,

116

mm., but not seen l)y him. Middle White Nile.

Subsequent authurs have recognized but two of these forms. Thus, H.

Kirke Swann (Synopsis of the Accipitres, Part IV, ]). 188, 1922) relegates

homopterus and deckeni to the synonymy of castanotus, which he states to

be the darker bird, with a range covering South Abyssinia, Somaliland,

and Kenya Colony. Wing measurements given by him show no difference,

thus: P. s. semitorquattis (Bechuanaland to Damaraland, Orange Free

State, and Basutoland), ^ 117, $ 121 mm.; P. s. castanotus, ^ 115-119, ?

120 mm. Sclater (Systema Avium Ethiopicanim) recognizes the same two

forms, but includes Tanganyika Territory in the range of castanotus.

The reason why semitorquatus is said by Zedlitz to be the darkest form,

whereas according to Swann it is the paler, is explained by the fact that

Zedlitz examined only birds from northern Tanganyika Territory. These

he assumed, upon the authority of Keichenow and others, to be typi-

cal semitorquatus and three birds from South-West Africa in the Berlin

Museum were thought to be not typical, and were disposed of thus.

Swann, on the oth^ hand, appears to have examined only birds from

farther south.

Recently Friedmann has discussed (Bull. 153, U. S. Nat. Mus., pp. 10(^

102, 1930) the racial forms of this falcon and recognizes, like Swann and

Slater, two forms. These lie says "... meet in Kenya Colony. The

latter [castanotus] is smaller than the former [semrforquafiis], but seems

to increase in size (average) as it goes north. ai)})roximating the size of

homopterus." In another place he remarks that "the typical, southern,

(257 )
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race is supposed to have win<;s of from 124-131 iiiilliniett'i-s/ yet the two

ISouth African birds examined have wings of 119 and 122 millimeters, re-

spectively (and they are both females and should therefore be at the higher

rather than the lower size limit)/' Friedmann tabulates the measure-

ments of 23 specimens examined by him and concludes that "size has no

constant geographical significance in this falcon and it necessarily follows

that races based on size characters cannot be maintained.
'

' However, nine

specimens from Abyssinia and northern Somaliland are listed by him as

having wing lengths from 116 to 121 mm. and therefore fall within the

limits of honioptcrus set by Zedlitz. One bird from Bnrao. British Somali-

land, is smaller—wing 112 mm. Whether we accept Zedlitz "s statement

that birds of both races sometimes occur tofrether in the non-breeding sea-

son, or not, the fact remains that nine out of the ten birds examined by

Friedmann from the range of homoptems agree with the measurements

given by Zedlitz for that form. From Kenya Colony seven specimens

measured by him have wings from 112 to 116 mm. and thus agree with Zed-

litz 's measurements of the form deckeni. Two from the North Guaso

Nyiro River are rather larger, but, as I shall show below, most of Kenya

Colony is intermediate territory between the largest and the smallest races,

and thus considerable variation is to be expected. Friedmann appears not

to have examined any specimens from south Somalihind.

While studying the series of this falcon in the Blayney Percival collec-

tion I was at once struck by the considerable difference in size between

specimens from northern Kenya and Jubaland and those from southern

Kenya. This difference has already been noted by Van Someren (Not.

Zool., XXIX, p. 44, 1922) who states that "there are certainly two distinct

forms of the African Falconet—^the southern or typical, extending from

South Africa to as far north as the Athi Plains (wings : 120-124, $ 125

mm.), and a northern race from Abj'ssinia to Baringo which is paler and

smaller . . . wings: J* 110-115, $ 120 mm." In another paper (Journ. E.

Afr. and Uganda X. IT. Soc, No. 35, p. 37, 1029) tliis author gives the wing

measurements of nine sj)ecimens from Jubaland and northern frontier of

Kenya as 108-115 mm. In identifying the northern (smaller) birds with

honiopterus and the southern (larger) ones with semitorqtiatus he was,

however, wrong.

From the above quotations, taken in conjunction with the series seen

by me (tabulated below) it will be noticed that: 1, the bird of southern

Somaliland is certainly smaller than that of Abyssinia and northern (Brit-

ish) Somaliland, and with one exception (noted above) fits the size limits

sot by Zedlitz; 2, birds from Kenya Colony, between the North Guaso

1 He is evidently here quoting Zedlitz, who, as I bave pointed OUt above, ammWCl

Tanganyika specimens to be typical semitorquatus.
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Nyiro and the Athi Bivers, are mostly small, like the Somali form, but a

few rather larpro examples do occur.

I am unable to detect any difference in color between northern and

southern Somali birds, but nevertheless the difference in size appears to me

suffieicnt to warrant recognition of the form P. s. dcckcni Zedl.

On the validity of P. s. Jwmoptenis Oberh., I can give no jud*,nncnt since

I have seen no specimens of castanotus from the Upper Nile with which to

compare it. It is noteworthy, however, that Oberholser, when describing

hofMpiertu, saw no specimens from the Nile, and merely disposed <tf

Heuglin's race by saying that "it is reasonably certain that this name be-

longs as a synonym under Polihierax semiiorquatu* s^Horqwitus."

Zedlitz reeogmzed homopierus, but he likewise did not compare it with

Upper Nile specimens. Swann, although no definite statement to that

effect is made, probably compared Upper Nile with Abyssinian birds, and

since he considers homopterus synonymous with castanotus, his opinion

mnst be accepted, at least until a comparison is made.

Turning now to the bird of Tanganyika Territory and southern Kenya

Colony, which was assumed by Zedlitz, Van Someren, and Friedmann to

be scmitorquatus, although a difference was noticed between it and speci-

mens from S. AV. Africa by Zedlitz, and a size difference was noted also by

Friedmann between a Tanganyika and two Transvaal birds. Although

having seen no material from Kuruman, Bechuanaland (type-localily of

semitorquatus) , I have nevertheless compared and found to be identical^

specimens from Namaqualand on the one side and Transvaal on the other^

and feel safe therefore in concluding that these are typical semiiorquatua.

Compared with semitorquatus, Tanganyika and south Kenya birds are

distinctly darker and larger, and can by no means be the same. Fried-

mann {loc. cit.) records a specimen from Mwanza, Tanganyika Territory,

"undoubtedly of the typical race," but I have examined this bird and find

that it agrees both in size and color with south Kenya specimens, and thus

differs from the Soutli African form. For the Tanganyika and south

Kenya bird I propose the name:

Voliliierax semitorquatus major snbsp. no\-.

Tyi)e: adult male, A.N.S.P. No. 0:^)96, collected at ]\Ibiiyuni, Teita dis-

trict, southeast Kenya Colony, 10 July 1919, by A. Blayney Pereival.

Sjihftperific characters : larger and darker above than all races. AYing,

^ 124-131, $ 124-129 mm. Van Someren (Nov. Zool., 1922, p. 44) gives

measurements slightly lower, but two of his localities (Simba and Tsavo)

are situated on the northernmost limit of the range of this race, and as I

have found in the case of four examined by me from Simba, intmncdiates

between this and P. s. deckeni occur thereabouts.
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Range: Northern Tanganyika Territory and southern Kenya Colony

from the Unyumwezi and Kavirondo districts east to the Teita dis-

trict, north to about the Athi lliver. Southern limits unknown. North of

the Athi River and south of the Northern Guaso Nyiro River most speci-

mens agree with the south Somali race, deckeni, but a few are larger, indi-

cating intermediacy between these two races. Some wandering or local

migration during non-breeding season (as suggested by Zedlitz) may also

Distribution and size variation of the four subspecies of PoUhierax semitorqnatus,

plotted from measurements and data published by Zedlitz, Van Someren, and Friedmann,

as well as that contained in the present paper. The ranges of the four races are shaded

on the map (above), type-localities are shown as stars, and the localities of recorded

specimens are inclosed by circles. From these localities, or districts, lines running to

the graphs (below) show the size-range—maximum, miniimiin, and average (heavy black

line) wing-lengths—of the specimens from each locality. The number of specimens

measured is shown in each ease by the figures immediately above the graphs. It will

be noticed that the greater part of Kenya Colony is shown as intermediate territory,

but the graphs below indicate that a great many specimens from there agree in size

more with the form deckeni. The single small bird from the range of castanotus (last

in graph) is probably to be accounted for as an unusual variant or a wanderer.
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account for the occasional large birds found, even as far north as the Guaso

Nyiro River.

The distribution of the four recognizable races and their size-relation-

ships are shown on the accompanying chart. Their characters may be

briefly reviewed as follows

:

1. P. s, semitorqmius (Smith). Upper parts paler than all others.

Wing, ^ 113-116, $ 114r-122 mm.

2. P. s. major Bowen. Upper parts darker than all others. Wii^,

124-131, $ 124r-129 mm.

3. P. s. deckeni Zedlitz. Upper parts slightly paler than major bnt

not so pale as semitorquatus. Wing, 110-116, $ 112-117 mm.

4. P. s. castanotus (Heuglin). Upper parts like deckeni (said to be

slightly darker, but this is not evident in the limited material before me).

Wing. ^ 11(5-123. $ 116-123 mm.

It may be noted that semitorquatus is distinguished on t-olor eharaeters;

major on color and size, while deckeni and castanotus are distinguished,

one from the other, on size alone. Also, it is interesting to note that the

northernmost and southernmost forms are similar in size, while in the in-

tervening country the largest and smallest races occur.

Measurements of the series examined by me* are tabulated below:

Subspecies and Locality Sex Wing Tail Culmen

P. s. semiforqiKif IIS fnm. Tnm. mm.

S. W. Africa

$ 11?,.0 71.5 10.5

do $ 116.0 69.0 11.0

Otjiwarongo — 9 114.0 66.0 11.0

Transva.'il

*Maquas8p $ 116.0 74.0 10.5

P. s. major

Soutli Kenya Colony

Mbiivmii (type) $ ]24.5 79.0 11.5

Olgerei 9 124.0 74.0 12.0

Maktau-Mbuyuni $ 126.5 77.0 12.0

P, t. declrni

Kenya ('dlnny (intermediate

territory)

Simba [$] 113.0 71.0 11.0

do 9 122.0 74.0 11.5

do 9 12.5.0 73.5 ]].5

do 9 iin.o 72.5 12.0

*Barsaloi S 116.0 74.0 ]1.0

2 This eomprises the material in this Academy- as well as that iu the Ameri-

can Mnseam of Natural History. Three specimens from the Museum of Comparative

Zoology liavc boon examined also, Init since niy nieasmcnients of these agree with Fried-

mann's, already published, they are not included here. To the authorities of these in-

stitutions I wish to express my appreciation for these loans.

3 Localities marked with an asterisk are of specimens iu the American Museum of

Natural History; others are of those in this Academy.



*Bars;iloi

*do

*Wa8o
'Tana-Keniia

*Kenna Biret

Jubaland

Badnna .

do

8. castanotus

North SoTfiaHlaiid

Dnnam

9 117.0 72.0 10.0

9 119.0 74.5 11.0

B 114.0 71.0 11.0

116.0 75.5 11.0

B 119.0 78.0 11.0

111.5 70.5 11.0

9 112.0 71.0 11.5
•

119.0 74.5 10.5
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