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There have been two supposed records 
of  Downy Woodpecker Dryobates 
pubescens in Britain since the turn of 

the 1800s, as summarised below. 
 

The Dorset record 
The first of the two records was recorded as 
shot by E. Pickard-Cambridge among some 
low shrubs at Bloxworth Rectory, Dorset, in 
December 1836. At the time it was consid-
ered to be ‘only a large and distinctly marked 
specimen of Picus minor [Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker]’ (Pickard-Cambridge 1859, p. 
6444). In a detailed account, the Reverend 
Octavius Pickard-Cambridge further noted 
that he had it stuffed for his collection by 

Havell, of 77 Oxford St, who labelled it ‘least 
woodpecker, male adult’. Only in April 1855 
did a friend, F. Bond, apparently point out to 
him that it was clearly different from the 
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates minor, 
whereupon it was submitted to the bird 
expert and author William Yarrell, who 
agreed that it was distinct but could not iden-
tify it. After considerable further investiga-
tion, Rev. Pickard-Cambridge (1859) 
concluded that his bird was closely similar to 
specimens of Downy Woodpeckers he had 
examined in Liverpool Museum, except that 
‘mine has distinct black bars across the white 
on the back, while those had in no case the 
white on the back barred at all’; he was, 
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Abstract Two historical records of Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens in 
Britain are described. These records have not been formally reassessed for more 
than a century. A review of the records based on the available evidence is 
presented, which concludes that there is no support for Downy Woodpecker 
having occurred naturally in Britain.



however, unclear whether this might merely 
signify immaturity (see also below). 

Octavius Pickard-Cambridge F.R.S. 
(1828–1917) was a classic Victorian parson-
naturalist who became an international 
authority on spiders, as well as collecting and 
publishing on wider British natural history. 
He was the eighth of 15 children, and the 
stated collector of the Downy Woodpecker 
was an older brother, Edward (Pickard-
Cambridge 1918). Robert Havell Jr (1793–
1878) owned the Zoological Gallery in 
Oxford Street, London, during the late 1820s 
and most of the 1830s. He was both a printer, 
among other works engraving, printing and 
colouring most of Audubon’s great Birds of 
America (1827–1838), and a bird taxidermist, 
supplying specimens ‘from all parts of the 
Globe’ (Melby 2012). Having completed his 
work for Audubon in 1838, he closed the 
Zoological Gallery and emigrated with his 
family to the United States in September 
1839, where he became a renowned artist.   
 
The Gloucestershire record 
The second record was flagged up by 
Smallcombe (1909), who stated that a friend 
had brought him a small woodpecker on 
14th January 1908 that he had shot at 
Frampton Cotterel, near Bristol, in 
Gloucestershire. Supposing it to be a Lesser 
Spotted Woodpecker, Smallcombe had subse-
quently sent it and another specimen of this 
species – one male, one female, but which 
was which is unclear – to H. W. Marsden of 
Tunbridge Wells. According to an accompa-
nying commentary by the editors of British 
Birds, Marsden had in turn sent both skins to 
N. C. Rothschild, who had passed them to 
Rowland Ward to be remade; it was only at 
this point that Smallcombe’s friend’s speci -
men was identified as a Downy Woodpecker. 

As mentioned in the editors’ commentary, 
William A. Smallcombe (1892–1992) was 
only a ‘young ornithologist’ when he 
acquired and published on his Downy 
Woodpecker specimen. He subsequently 
spent his working life involved in natural 
history, becoming curator and later director 
of  Reading Museum from 1926 to 1957 
(Baker 1992), but seemingly did not publish 
again on modern ornithology. During the 
late 1800s, Herbert Walter Marsden (1842–

?1919) was a taxidermist and naturalist based 
at various addresses in Gloucestershire and 
dealing in bird specimens from all over the 
world (Cole 2006; Bluett 2012). He was still 
advertising in The Zoologist in September 
1907 from an address in Bristol, but his next 
advert, in February 1910, was from 12 
Guildford Road, Tunbridge Wells, indicating 
that he had moved in the interim. 
 
Historical assessment and 
rejection of the records 
Although Pickard-Cambridge (1859) noted 
that Yarrell saw his Dorset specimen only 
shortly before his death, too late for inclusion 
in the third edition of his A History of British 
Birds, a reference to it was subsequently made 
in the posthumous fourth edition (Yarrell 
1876–1882). This was accompanied by a foot-
note giving a long quotation from Walcott 
(1789) concerning second-hand information 
regarding a supposed introduction and 
release in England of ‘spotted Woodpeckers’ 
from Florida around 1764. Despite its vague-
ness and the intervening time elapsed, this 
account has been referenced subsequently 
when doubt has been cast on Downy 
Woodpecker records in Britain (e.g. Saunders 
1889, Fitter 1959). The first list of British 
birds published by the British Ornithologists’ 
Union (BOU 1883) mentioned the Dorset 
Downy Woodpecker record, but indicated 
doubt by placing it in brackets; a similar 
course was then taken by Mansel-Pleydell 
(1888), who commented in his county avi-
fauna that it was ‘difficult to account for its 
occurrence in Dorsetshire’. The most consid-
ered assessment prior to 1900 was undoubt-
edly that by Harting (1891), who stated that 
the Dorset specimen was ‘Possibly a skin 
received from the bird-stuffer to whom a 
specimen of D. minor had been entrusted for 
preservation, although the owner believes the 
bird in his possession is the one he shot [sic] 
when a boy.’ Harting concluded that: ‘In my 
opinion not one of the three American wood-
peckers here noticed [as well as Downy 
Woodpecker, he was referring to records of 
Hairy Woodpecker Leuconotopicus villosus 
and Golden-winged Woodpecker, now known 
as Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus] has the 
slightest claim to recognition amongst British 
birds. If the reported specimens were not “set 
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up” from foreign skins, as is likely, they must 
have been imported and contrived to escape.’  

In the case of the Gloucestershire record, 
enquiries regarding possible label switching 
had also elicited responses from both 
Marsden and Rowland Ward to the effect that 
‘this skin was undoubtedly not of American 
origin’. The editors of BB concluded in com-
mentary to Smallcombe (1909) that ‘we 
cannot believe that this North American 
Woodpecker crossed the Atlantic unaided, 
and we think that the bird must have escaped 
from captivity.’ 

Shortly thereafter, the occurrence of the 
species in Britain was briefly reviewed in two 
lists of British birds (Hartert et al. 1912; BOU 
1915). For reasons which are unclear (but see 
below), both specifically mentioned only the 
Dorset specimen; based on the briefest of 
consideration, which seemingly did not 
include specimen examination, neither 
accepted the record as satisfactory. The 
species’ possible occurrence in Britain has 
apparently not been formally reassessed sub-
sequently. However, Alexander & Fitter 
(1955) noted the Downy Woodpecker 
records in their review of American landbirds 
in western Europe, but included it with non-

migratory species whose records they 
regarded with special caution, a view ques-
tioned by Bergstrom (1955). Robbins (1980), 
based on autumn ringing records at eastern 
USA coastal observatories, included it among 
his candidate species for potential future 
vagrancy to Europe, but only in his lowest 
probability group of 35 species; interestingly, 
however, seven of these species were subse-
quently recorded in Britain over the next 
decade alone (Saunders 1991). 

The most detailed recent outline of the 
evidence regarding the occurrence of Downy 
Woodpecker, pertaining only to the Dorset 
specimen, is that of Palmer (2000), who 
noted that this specimen had been deposited 
in the Dorset County Museum (DCM) (fig. 
1). During re-curation work in the DCM in 
early 2013, one of us (PS) noted the unusual 
nature of this specimen (DCM 1953.41.13) 
and its plumage state, and drew it to the 
attention of RP-J and HvG, which stimulated 
us to revisit the whole issue. 

 
The present review 
Having the Dorset specimen to hand,  
we endeavoured to track down the 
Gloucestershire bird. N. C. Rothschild was the 
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Fig. 1.  Supposed first British Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens, shot by E. Pickard-
Cambridge in December 1836. Specimen housed in the Dorset County Museum, DCM 1953.41.13. 
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naturalist brother of Lord Walter Rothschild, 
owner of the Tring Museum, which included 
a huge bird research collection (Rothschild 
1983). The great majority of these birds were 
sold by Walter Rothschild to the American 
Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in the 
early 1930s. Enquiry to the AMNH revealed 
no candidate Downy Woodpecker specimen, 
but did turn up a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker 
with the following label data: 
 
Original label:  

Obverse: ‘Picus minor Lesser spotted 
woodpecker � 173’;  
Reverse: ‘at Frampton nr Bristol 6.12.07  
W. M. Smallcombe’ [sic] 

 
Rothschild Museum label:  

Obverse (in ink): ‘Frampton. Nr Bristol.  
� 1.12.07 Presented by Hon. N. C. 
Rothschild’, to which a pencilled ‘ad with 
red in cr[own?]’ had at some point been 
added. The reverse side was seemingly 
originally blank, but now has the inked 
name ‘Dryobates minor comminutus’ and 
an AMNH specimen number 550952.  
The latter links it to the AMNH register, 
with similar data except for the date here 
being given as ‘Dec 6 1909’.  

Regarding this Lesser Spotted Woodpecker 
specimen, it seems clear that: firstly, the 
correct collection date is likely to have been 
6th December 1907; secondly, that the 
recorded sexing is correct, as the ‘red in cr’ 
noted on the label is restricted to just the tips 
of a few feathers at the rear of the brown-
and-white forecrown (cf. Cramp 1985); and 
thirdly, that this must surely be the other 
specimen mentioned in Smallcombe (1909) 
as being dispatched by him in conjunction 
with that subsequently identified as a Downy 
Woodpecker, meaning the latter must have 
been sexed male. Regarding the latter, its 
absence from the AMNH, in conjunction 
with its lack of mention by Hartert et al. 
(1912) and BOU (1915), begs explanation. 
Presumably, but not certainly because no 
Tring Museum specimen register exists, it 
also passed from N. C. Rothschild to the 
Tring Museum, where Hartert was the bird 
curator and therefore would have been aware 
of it. The other authors of Hartert et al. 
(1912) were Witherby, editor of British Birds 
when Smallcombe’s note was published, and 
Jourdain and Ticehurst, who became asso-
ciate editors of the journal later in 1909. 
Although clearly speculation, this might 
suggest that Hartert found problems with the 
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Fig. 2.  Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens medianus, adult male, collected at Hampton, 
Connecticut, USA, 27th December 1871, NHMUK 1949.Whi. 1.15821. 
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specimen on examination that he communi-
cated to his co-authors. 

Turning back to the Dorset specimen, our 
examination revealed that it has almost all 
the characteristics of a Downy Woodpecker 
(fig. 2). The wings, although they have been 
detached in the past, appear to be the 
genuine wings belonging to this specimen 
and fit in size and colour pattern perfectly 
with subspecies medianus  of  Downy 
Woodpecker. The body and tail do not have 
any characteristics to distinguish between 
Downy and Lesser Spotted, but the appear-
ance of the upperparts is abnormal as much 
of the mantle plumage, including scapulars, 
is missing. The black-and-white markings on 
the head are typically those of  Downy 
Woodpecker and rule out Lesser Spotted (fig. 
3). Since there is no evidence to suggest that 
the head has ever been detached from the 
body, it seems reasonable to assume that the 
body is also Downy Woodpecker. Never -
theless, the head does reveal that the speci -
men has been tampered with.  

In adult male Downy Woodpeckers, the 
top of the head is solidly black, ending in a 
bright dark pinkish-red edge on the back of 
the head (fig. 2). Adult male Lesser Spotted 
Woodpeckers have the top of the head red, 
but mottled with black, and the back of the 
head solidly black (fig. 3). In contrast to 
both, the Dorset specimen is red both on the 
top and on the back of the head. There is also 

a colour difference between the red on the 
top and that on the back of the head (fig. 1). 
Whereas the latter is the same red colour as 
in the Downy Woodpecker, the red feathers 
on the top of the head are not. Based on their 
size and dark red colour, they are most likely 
from a Great Spotted Woodpecker 
Dendrocopos major and have been artificially 
added to the specimen. In conclusion, in our 
opinion the Dorset specimen is indeed a 
Downy Woodpecker, but with red feathers 
added to the top of the head to make it 
superficially resemble an adult male Lesser 
Spotted Woodpecker. 

Presumably the ‘bird-stuffer’, Havell, 
added these red feathers, but as to why is an 
enigma and remains a matter for speculation 
alone. Was it the case that this specimen  
was indeed the bird shot by E. Pickard-
Cambridge, but Havell did not recognise that 
it was a Downy Woodpecker and added these 
red feathers to make it more like a ‘good’ 
male Lesser Spotted Woodpecker? Or was the 
bird shot indeed a Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker, but Havell failed for whatever 
reason to prepare the specimen acceptably 
and replaced it secretly with a ‘pimped up’ 
Downy which he had available as a skin, pos-
sibly to avoid a negative confrontation with 
Pickard-Cambridge? Without new evidence, 
we will probably never know. 

In conclusion, on the evidence presently 
available, neither of these records provides 
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Fig. 3.  Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates minor comminutus, adult male, collected at East 
Grimstead, Wiltshire, 7th April 1938, NHMUK 1951.13.654. 
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any support for the Downy Woodpecker 
having occurred naturally in Britain.  
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Robert Prŷs-Jones retired in late 2016, after nearly 25 years as head of the Bird Group at the Natural History 
Museum; he remains a Scientific Associate there. Hein van Grouw’s career as a museum curator started at the 
National Natural History Museum in Leiden, the Netherlands; he is now a senior curator of the Bird Group at 
the NHM at Tring. Philip Schofield is a former social worker and retired zoo birdkeeper; his interest in the 
‘Dorset Downy Woodpecker’ was rekindled while reviewing the skin collection at Dorset County Museum.


