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History vs mystery:
the reliability of museum specimen data

by Pamela C. Rasmussen & Robert P Prys-Jones

SUMMARY
Museum specimens are consistently the most reliable source of many types of information
for bird species. While the vast majority

lbis (1999) 141, 11=-21

Major specimen fraud in the Forest Owlet Heteroglaux
(Athene auct.) blewitti

PAMELA C. RASMUSSEN'™ & NIGEL J. COLLAR?
'Division of Birds, NHE Room 336, MRC 114, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20560, USA
2BirdLife International, Wellbrook Court, Girton Road, Cambridge CB3 ONA, UK

The Forest Owlet Heteroglaux (Athene auct.) blewitti is known from central India from
seven old specimens, four of which were taken in northwest Maharashtra in 1880-83 by
I. Davidson and the last purportedly in Gujarat over 30 years later by R. Meinertzhagen.
Because of recently documented specimen fraud by Meinertzhagen, we subjected his
Tytler’s Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus tytleri:

non-breeding distribution,
morphological discrimination, and ageing

FORKTAIL 14

PAMELA C. RASMUSSEN

A review of specimens of Tytler’s Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus tytieri taken outside the breeding
season established tha: the species is a regular fall transient through the Himalayas of Himachal
Pradesh, wintering in the Western Ghats and Nilgiris. The route taken in spring appears to be



Figure 3. Close-up photographs of the remade Meinertzhagen
Forest Owlet specimen. (a) Neck skin fold (armow); (b) part of
incision over breast (arrow indicates old neede-and-thread
hola); (¢} abdominal portion of incision: {d) wing incision show-
ing tow-wrapped long bones and original cotton near carpal joint
(arrow indicates cotton). (Lowest photo: H. Taylor)



Figure 4. Radiographs of skin specimens of adult, fi
winter, and juvenile P sytlers, to show degrees of cra
tarsometatarsal ossification. Left to right, FMNH 2
(4 Aug. 1936, juvenile), MSU 5997 (3 Oct. 1965, fir
FMINNH 241171 (1 Mar. 48, adult), FMNH 241170
1934, juvenile), ROM 66799 (no date, ad.).

Figure 5. X-rays of othaer Meinertzhagan spacimens. (a) A noctua lilith, AMNH 631344, (b) A. n. glaux, AMMNH 631277, (c) Spotted
Owlat, BMNH 1965.M.5220; (d) Spotted Owlet, BMMNH 1965.M.5216; (e) Indian Roller, BMNH 1965.M.8043,
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Victor Planchat, west of Sénégal (railway
Dakar Saint-Louis) between 1893 and 1900
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Adolph Hempel, Brasil, Sao Paulo,
around 1900-1905
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BUDAPEST 1971"
ALKALMAVAL BEMUTATOTT

LE TROPHEE DE L'ESPECE Cerf EXPOSE A LOCCASION

DE .LEXPOSITION MONDIALE DE LA CHASSE, BUDAPEST, 197"
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