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Editor’s Introduction

There is something special about a ‘first’: we all know that Armstrong and Aldrin
were the first men on the Moon, that Hillary and Tenzing were the first men to
conquer Everest and that Bannister was the first man to run a mile in under four
minutes. The same is true in ornithology: although it was more than ten years ago,
many people will remember that the first Desert Warbler Sylvia nana was at Portland
Bill in winter 1970/71, but I doubt if more than a handful of birders could name the
sites of the—how many?—subsequent ones. So there we have one reason for this
book: to collect together in one place all of the most memorable, sensational and
exciting moments in the past 35 years of rarity hunting.

A first record is, however, rather more than just the one that came before the
second. Special attention is given to a bird never before seen in Britain and Ireland.
Not only is it watched and examined closely and for a long time, with detailed notes
being taken to establish its identity beyond question, but, afterwards, these details are
scrutinised in minute detail by expert committees to ensure that no error has been
made. Apart from a pair studied in a breeding or other biological study by a scientist,
perhaps no bird in the world is looked at so thoroughly or for so long—or, given the
chance, by so many birdwatchers—as is a ‘first’ in Britain and Ireland. Details of
plumage, structure, stance, behaviour, voice, and so on, are usually recorded in more
detail in the documentation of such an occurrence than ever appear in print before or
afterwards. Thus, as well as being of mere nostalgic interest, the accounts of the 83
species included in this book provide valuable reference material for the bird
identifier.

The accounts of the bird species observed in Britain and Ireland for the first time
since the Second World War have been published in the monthly journal Britisk Birds.
This book is compiled from those accounts, which appear here under the names of the
original authors. To retain the flavour of the period, almost no changes have been
made to the original texts (even the maiden names of ladies who have subsequently
married are retained), except that, to avoid confusion, scientific names have been
corrected to accord with current practice.

The accounts of the 83 species are arranged in date sequence of discovery. In most
cases, the observers at the time realised that they were watching a bird new to Britain
and Ireland. Sometimes, however, an earlier claim has subsequently been fouind to be
unreliable so that what was regarded at the time as a second or third record has now
become the first (e.g. Calandra Lark). Conversely, there are instances where an earlier
record has subsequently come to light, so that what was regarded as a first has become
a second or third (e.g. Blue-cheeked Bee-eater). This book includes the actual first
genuine record or the one which, at the time, was thought to be the first, since those
are the ones which received the greatest attention; occasionally, both are included
(e.g. Olive-backed Pipit) and, in a few cases, where the first record was rather meagre
in field-identification details (e.g. a corpse), a second record is included, as well as the
first, to provide adequate reference material.

As noted already, the documentary evidence supporting records of birds new to
Britain and Ireland is scrutinised very thoroughly. In Britain, the details are assessed
first by the relevant county bird records committee, then by the national British Birds
Rarities Committee and finally by the Records Committee of the British Ornitholo-
gists’ Union. In Ireland, records in Northern Ireland are considered by the Northern

11



12 Edutor's Introduction

Ireland Bird Records Committee, and those in the Republic of Ireland by the Irish
Records Panel. All accepted records of major rarities in Britain and Ireland are
published in the monthly journal Brirish Birds; those in Ireland are also published in
the annual journal frish Birds.

To bring this book wholly up to date, the original species-accounts have been
augmented by the inclusion of three new items. First, the current status {as at 3lst
December 1980) has been summarised in a short paragraph. Some species (e.g.
Blue-checked Bee-eater and Siberian Thrush} have remained as ‘super-rarities’, with
only two or three ever being seen here; others {(e.g. Collared Dove and Certi’s
Warbler) have passed out of the rarity class and become familiar components of our
breeding avifauna.

Secondly, to provide a quick and easy reference to the origin of each species, maps
have been added to show breeding distributions. These are intended only as rough
guides to the general area fromm which the species has come: this book is not a
distribution guide and the maps are not intended as anything more than a quick
aide-memoire (they have been compiled from standard works of reference and do not
contain original material), The inclusion of these maps has allowed world distribution
details to be removed from the texts.

Thirdly, Petey Grant has provided a firal paragraph for each species, drawing
attention to identification detaits which were not included in the original accounts,
either because the sex or age of the first individual did not call for such discussion or
because subsequent research has revealed new information.

The majority of the authors, artists and photographers whose work is included in
this book have waived their royalties or fees in favour of the monthly journal Brieish
Birds, which is published for the benefit of ornithology and not for profit. Thanks are
also due to Dr Colin Harrison and Ian Dawson, who assisted with several of the
distribution maps; Michael J. Rogers and Robert Hudson, who helped to trace details
of some old records; and Mrs Sheila Cobban for much willing administrative

assistance,
JTRS

Blunham, December 1951

Y

Moustached Warbler Acrocephalus melanopogon, Cambridge, Sth August 1946; from a
painting by E. A. R. Ennion.



AUGUST 1946

Moustached Warblers in
Cambridgeshire

R. A. Hinde and A. S. Thom

The first recorded breeding of the Moustached Warbler (Acrocephalus melanopogon) in
the British Isles occurred in Cambridgeshire in 1946.

On 3rd August 1946, D. E. Sergeant and R.A.H. noticed an unfamiliar warbler in a
sallow bush on the edge of a large reed-bed. Only a few short views of the bird were
obtained, but it was seen to have a very dark crown and a very conspicuous white
superciliary stripe. After a few minutes it flew out over the reed-bed and did not
return within the half hour for which the watchers were able to remain.

On the morning of 4th August both birds of the pair were watched for two hours by
C. C. Rose, A.S.T. and R.A.H. They spent most of their time in the reed-bed, but
brought food at frequent intervals to a very thick bramble hedge about ten yards from
the water’s edge. The area between the brambles and the water was thickly carpeted
with Coltsfoot, and contained two sallow bushes and a wild rose bush in which the
adult birds alighted on their way to the bramble. As they did so, clear views were
obtained at a range of less than ten yards. The most conspicuous feature was the
superciliary stripe, which, starting from the base of the bill, where it was off-white in
colour, became pure white and broadened considerably as it curved over the eye and
came to a square finish at the side of the nape. The appearance of this stripe was made
even more startling by the almost black crown and the very dark stripe through the
eye. This, together with the contrast between the dark chestnut-brown back and
white under-parts gave the birds a much more striking appearance than any warbler
with which the observers were familiar. Although the two adult birds were clearly
very similar, close inspection revealed small differences, and one (which was assumed
for purposes of reference to be the female and is referred to as such throughout this
paper, although of course no direct proof of sex exists) was seen to have a superciliary
stripe which was just off-white throughout. The differences between the two adult
birds were such as could easily have been caused by abrasion.

As they perched in the bushes the birds called with a soft but penetrating ‘t-trrt,
t-trrt, t-trrt,” which all observers agreed was less harsh than and readily distinguish-
able from that of the Sedge-Warbler (Acrocephalus schoenobaenus). Each syllable was
uttered separately. When the birds were approached too closely they called with a
rather harsher ‘t-chik’, which was repeated rapidly with the syllables sometimes run
together.

The adults brought food to the bramble at intervals which seldom exceeded two or
three minutes. The two birds always used different approach paths, the male
approaching on every occasion by a sallow bush opposite the centre of the bramble
and the female by a rose bush some eight yards distant. Thus they entered the
bramble at two separate points, which were several yards apart, and it seemed from
the very dense nature of the hedge and the very short time which the birds spent in it

Originally published in British Birds 40: 98-104. Heading drawing by P. J Grant

13



14 August 1946

that the two adults must be feeding young birds which were some distance apart in the
hedge and which must therefore have been already out of the nest.

During the afternoon of 4th August the birds were again watched by R.A.H. for
several hours. Further details of the plumage were noted (a full description
compounded from those of all who watched them is given at the end of this paper). On
one occasion the female was seen at the same time as a Sedge-Warbler in the field of
the glasses. The crown was very much darker than the Sedge-Warbler’s, the
superciliary stripe larger, whiter and more conspicuous and the back and mantle more
rufous. It was quite clear to this observer that the birds were not Sedge-Warblers.
Later the male bird, which had just entered the hedge with food, was heard to give the
alarm ‘t-chik, t-chik’ very loudly and persistently. A few seconds later this bird was
seen near the top of the hedge displaying vigorously with vibrating, half-raised wings
and fanned tail. The tail was seen spread for only a few seconds, but was clearly
rounded. After about two minutes of continuous calling the male bird left the hedge,
and the observer went up to investigate. A young bird was found near the top of the
hedge. This bird was in general similar to the adults, but the forehead, crown and
nape were a very dark brown and the mantle was lighter than the adults. The
superciliary stripe was the same shape as those of the adults, coming to a square finish
near the nape, but was very slightly cream in tone. The young bird flew to the top of
the hedge, where it perched for about a minute, and then flew down the hedge for
over ten yards. This bird gave the impression of being able to fly several yards with
ease, but a bird seen by A.S.T. at dusk on 7th August appeared to have very limited
powers of flight. On 8th August however, A.S.T. saw three young birds, two of which
were quite strong on the wing, though the third could fly only short distances.

The observations made up to this point seemed to correspond only with the
Moustached Warbler, but in view of the fact that this species had been recorded only
once before in the British Isles [and even this was subsequently rejected], the
conclusion that a pair was actually breeding appeared fantastic. To establish the
identity of such an obviously difficult bird two courses were possible—to obtain a
specimen, which was decided against, or to invite as many expert ornithologists as
possible to give their opinion.

On the morning of Sth August, Dr and Mrs W. H. Thorpe, the Rev. E. A.
Armstrong and Dr R. W. Butler came to see the birds. All had excellent views, as the
birds at this time were reasonably tame and it was possible to watch them from five or
ten yards range as they perched in the bushes. All rapidly formed the opinion that
these birds were of a species with which they were unfamiliar, and all noticed the
characteristics of crown, superciliary stripe and mantle which have been mentioned
above. Both Dr and Mrs Thorpe remarked independently that the birds were like a
warbler with the head of a Whinchat (Saxicela rubetra), and Dr Thorpe also
emphasized the ‘dark cheeks and pure white throat and lower cheeks, which gave
quite as sharp a contrast as in the Lesser Whitethroat (Sylvia curruca).’ Skins of both
Moustached and Sedge-Warblers and the appropriate volume of Dresser were
brought into the field. All were agreed that the birds had much darker crowns, very
much whiter and more conspicuous superciliary stripes and more chestnutty mantles
than had any of the Sedge-Warbler skins which were available, and that the birds
appeared to correspond with the Moustached Warbler, although it seemed so
exceedingly unlikely that this species should be nesting in the British Isles.

During the remainder of the day the adults continued to feed the young at intervals
of about two minutes for periods of ten minutes to an hour, followed by breaks of ten
to thirty minutes when they disappeared over the reed-bed.
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The territory seemed to be bounded by the bramble hedge on the west side, by
clumps of willow on the north and south sides, and to extend over the reed-bed to the
east. On the far side of the bramble hedge was another large area of shallow water
without reeds, but the birds were never seen to fly in this direction. Invasion of this
area by Reed-Warblers (Acrocephalus scirpaceus) and Garden-Warblers (Sylvia borin)
produced on several occasions on this and subsequent days a display consisting of
fanned tail and spread wings accompanied by the harsh, rapidly repeated ‘t-chik,
t-chik.” Sedge-Warblers, on the other hand, though seen in the area on only two
occasions, were ignored. At 20.10 hours occasional high sweet notes were heard from
a bird believed to be preparing to roost. When it was almost dark one of the birds was
disturbed from one of the sallow bushes near the border of the reed-bed.

On the morning of 6th August, Prof. C. E. Raven and Dr W. H. Mills watched the
birds. Prof. Raven stated that though he had formed the definite expectation of seeing
nothing but very strongly marked Sedge-Warblers, he was ‘entirely convinced that
the bird was not Acrocephalus schoenobaenus. Its very dark crown and blackish
moustache contrasted with the white eystripe and white throat. The deep red-brown
of the back looked much darker than a Sedge-Warbler . . . Its note, heard several
times, seemed less harsh and shrill.” Dr Mills also noticed the conspicuous features
noted by the previous observers and described above and commented ‘It was certainly
a warbler which I have never seen before.’

Later in the day James Fisher watched the birds, and in his field description
emphasized the very dark crown and the very prominent superciliary stripe, which he
described as not quite white but very pronounced. He also emphasized the rufous
flanks.

Up to this time the weather had been fine, with at most 4/10th cloud, and little
wind. During the rest of the period during which the birds were under observation,
however, the weather deteriorated somewhat, and with the increasing wind the birds,
which had previously come out into the open freely, tended to skulk under the leaves
of the coltsfoot. The plumage of the adults, which had seemed to be in good condition
before, seemed to deteriorate in the heavy rain which fell. A watch was kept on them
for at least several hours every day. Although the young were seen to catch flies for
themselves from at least 7th August onwards, the adults continued to feed them as
frequently as they had done previously. The young became even more spread out than
they had been before, and spent more of their time in the coltsfoot than in the
bramble.

The only occasion on which any approach to a song was heard was at 05.32 hours on
6th August. The male was in one of the sallow bushes when a Reed-Warbler appeared
in a neighbouring bush. The bird gave one sweet fairly high note followed by lower
notes not unlike the normal call, and then chased the Reed-Warbler, displaying as
described above. It then returned to its original bush and gave three of the high notes
followed by the low notes as before, thus “Trt, trt, trt, rdl, rdl, rdl.” Both of the adult
birds, when flying for short distances seemed to carry the tail in a rather elevated
position, and on several occasions they cocked the tail to an almost vertical position,
especially when excited. A slight cocking of the tail was an invariable accompaniment
to the uttering of the alarm note.

On 9th August, Dr H. B. Cott and Dr E. A. R. Ennion watched the birds. Dr Cott
stated that they differed from Sedge-Warblers in the supericiliary stripe, which was
‘whiter, broadened out behind the eye, extended for a considerable distance behind
the eye and came to an abrupt finish.” Dr Ennion stated in his field description that
the upper-parts were darker and redder than a Sedge-Warbler, and that the
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‘superciliary stripe was very much whiter and broader than any Sedge-Warbler that I
have ever seen, contrasting so strongly with the blackish forehead and crown border
above, and with the dark brown cheeks plus ear-coverts below, that it was strongly
suggestive of a cock Whinchat; it did not taper towards the nape as in a normal
Sedge-Warbler, but ended bluntly. . . .

On 10th August, James Fisher and J. A. Gibb watched the birds. J. A. Gibb had
previously observed the Moustached Warbler in Malta and had a very clear
description of the single bird which he had seen there which emphasized the very
broad white superciliary stripe broadening behind the eye, the black forehead and
almost black crown, the white chin and throat and the rich dark chestnut brown of the
back and wings. He was satisfied that the Cambridgeshire bird was identical with the
Malta bird in all these particulars, and stated that ‘I feel justified in maintaining the
identity of the Cambridgeshire birds as Acrocephalus melanopogon in default of any
other species with major characteristics identical with those of the Malta bird.’

A. Darlington also watched the birds on several days and made a long and careful
description of them in the field. This description agreed in all points with those made
by previous observers, and A.D. stated that ‘I am myself satisfied that these birds are
not Sedge-Warblers in any condition.’

The birds were watched for several hours every day until 20th August, which was
the last day on which they were seen.

The facts of the case had been reported by Dr Thorpe to Mr B. W. Tucker, who is
familiar with Moustached Warblers in Southern Europe, but unfortunately Mr
Tucker was on holiday in Scotland. On his return he immediately came over to
Cambridge and spent part of the afternoon of 26th August and the morning of 27th
August watching the territory and searching the reeds and likely spots in the vicinity
in the hope of finding the birds, but without success.

The complete evidence in the form of the individual descriptions of each observer,
together with the paintings made by Dr Butler, Dr Ennion and A.S.T., was
submitted to Mr Tucker. After a detailed analysis he replied that although Dr Butler’s
account stood somewhat apart in being distinctly more suggestive of Sedge-Warblers
than any of the others, ‘the evidence as a whole, and even the two or three fullest and
most careful descriptions taken individually, seem to make the conclusion almost
inescapable that the birds were Moustached Warblers’; but he pointed out the
desirability of making a search for the nest. This seemed particularly important in
view of the fact that the parents had first been seen feeding young, evidently recently
fledged, amongst brambles some yards from the nearest water. This might have been
held to suggest that the young had come from a nest in those brambles rather than in
the reed-bed and so to constitute a weak point in the evidence, since all accounts show
that the Moustached Warbler normally always breeds over water. It was therefore
obviously important not only to search the neighbouring parts of the reed-beds, so far
as possible, but also to determine what nests, if any, there were in the brambles or
adjacent vegetation: Accordingly a careful search was made of the whole area,
including the brambles, the sallows, willows, coltsfoot, and the reed-bed up to a
distance of about five yards from the shore. All the bushes which were too thick to be
properly covered thoroughly otherwise were cut down. It is quite certain that there
was no nest in the bramble or anywhere in the vicinity that could possibly have been
that of a Sedge-Warbler (as being the only other species with which a Moustached
Warbler could possibly be confused) and this taken with the evidence given above that
the young were already out of the nest when the birds were first seen, seems to make it
probable that the nest was in some inaccessible part of the reed-bed.
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The following is a description of the birds compounded from those of the various
observers:

Assumed Male Forehead, crown and nape very dark brown, almost black, darkest in front
and at sides, with a thin warm brown longitudinal line along each side of centre of head. Mantle
and scapulars darkish chestnut brown, with four dark brown or black longitudinal lines through
mantle, well defined from nape, but continuity becoming lost in posterior area. Back, rump and
upper tail-coverts, rufous. Very conspicuous superciliary stripe starting from nostrils, where it
was off-white, becoming pure white and broadening as it curved over and behind the eye to
finish abruptly and squarely near edge of nape. Very dark brown stripe passing from gape
through and under the eye, continuing behind the eye to the ear-coverts. Ear-coverts dark
brown, becoming dull brown on the sides of the throat. Chin, throat and breast white, with chin
and throat conspicuously so. Breast becoming suffused buffish posteriorly. Flanks reddish-buff,
becoming more intense in posterior area. Tail feathers brownish-black with indistinct, badly
worn lighter margins. Primaries and secondaries black-brown with yellow-buff margins. Greater
and median coverts as secondaries. Lesser coverts brown with dark centres. Bill dull brown:
gape vivid orange; legs straw-brown; iris brown.

Assumed Female Like male, but crown and nape slightly less black. Supericiliary stripe
off-white throughout. Mantle a slightly colder brown. Flanks and under tail-coverts, rather less
rufous and more light warm brown in colour. Bill as male but lighter at base.

Juvenile Like adults. Forehead, crown and nape very dark brown with longitudinal less dark
streaks. Supericiliary stripe the same as in adults, but slightly cream in tone. Mantle rather
lighter than adults. Feathers of wing-coverts with dark brown centres. Under-parts faintly
suffused pale buff, with faint reddish-brown on posterior region of flanks. Bill nearly white.

It was impossible to identify with certainty the food which the adults brought to the
young. The latter were most frequently fed with small Diptera, but the adults were
also often seen carrying adult Odonata, Coleoptera and caterpillars (probably
Lepidoptera). On two occasions an adult was seen carrying a white moth, one of
which was identified as a Gold-tail Moth (Euproctis similis) and once a greyish
Tettagonid grasshopper.

In the above résumé of observations and opinions an endeavour has been made to
include all that is pertinent for the establishment of the identification. That the birds
were not Sedge-Warblers is clearly established: that they were Moustached Warblers
seems inescapable.

Despite the eminence of the observers involved, this extraordinary record of breeding seems
doomed to be disbelieved by those who have not examined the evidence, but is completely
accepted by all those who have. Not long ago, the British Ornithologists’ Union’s Records
Committee included a number of doubters, so all ‘the evidence—notebooks, sketches and
colour paintings, as well as the published account set out above—was re-examined. As
announced in the BOURC’s sixth report (Ibis 113: 423), the record was unanimously
accepted.
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The Moustached Warbler remains one of the rarest of vagrants. There have been only four
subsequent records, involving five individuals: two at Totton, Hampshire, on 13th August
1951 (Brit. Birds 45: 219-220), one at Cliffe, Kent, on 14th April 1952 (Brit. Birds 45:
412-413), one trapped at Wendover, Buckinghamshire, on 31st July 1965, and one at
Angmering, West Sussex, on 18th August 1979.

The best-known characters for distinguishing a Moustached Warbler from a Sedge Warbler
(the only likely confusion species) are the obvious rufous coloration on the upperparts and
flanks, and the rather uniformly blackish forehead and crown (sometimes with a slightly
paler area down the centre) contrasting sharply with the broad, square-ended, white
superctlium. On first-winter and typical adult Sedge Warblers, the crown has an obvious,
diffuse paler area down the centre, the supercilium is off-white and diffuse at the rear, and
the upperparts (except the rump) and flanks are generally rather sandy-olive, lacking any
obuvious rufous tones. Strong caveats are necessary, however, in relation to some adult Sedge
Warblers, especially worm and faded individuals in summer and autumn, which not
infrequently show an almost wholly blackish crown (due to abrasion of the pale tips of the
central crown feathers), and a supercilium which is decidedly whiter and better demarcated
than on the perhaps more familiar juveniles and firsi-winters. Such individuals, seen briefly
or in lighting conditions or surroundings which give an impression of rufous coloration to the
plumage, provide an obvious identification trap. Thus, for a firm identification of a vagrant
Moustached Warbler, attention to other confirmatory characters is advisable. The best
plumage marks among these are the rather heavy and well-defined blackish streaking on the
mantle and scapulars (these areas being only faintly streaked darker, if at all, on adult
Sedge), and generally darker ear-coverts with, especially, a usually distinct darker
moustachial streak (from which the species gets its name) which is lacking on Sedge
Warbler. With good views, differences of wing structure should be discernible in the field:
the length of the wing-point to tertials is about half the length of the exposed tertials (almost
equal on Sedge); the wing-point is usually formed almost jointly by the 4th and Sth primaries
(3rd on Sedge); the 2nd primary falls well short of the wing-point (usually almost equal to
wing-point on Sedge); and the first primary extends well beyond the primary coverts (always
shorter than the primary coverts on Sedge). The shorter wings of Moustached Warbler make
the tail appear longer, and when fully closed the tail is noticeably expanded at the tip, often
giving a blob-ended appearance, whereas on Sedge the fully closed tail narrows evenly from
base to tp.

Moustached Warbler inhabits extensive beds of reeds Phragmites during the breeding
season. The song, usually delivered from a reed-top perch, combines characteristics of both
Sedge and Reed Warblers, but usually includes a diagnostic section in which a single, sweet
‘pee’ note is repeated, recalling the introductory phrase of the typical song of Nightingale
Luscinia megarhynchos.
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Bonelli’s Warbler on
Skokholm

P. J. Conder and Joan Keighley

At 19.30 B.5.T. on 31st August 1948, a warbler was caught in the Garden trap on
Skokholm Island, Pembrokeshire. After a long examination that evening and again on
the following morning it was decided to kill the bird. The specimen was sent to Mr R.
Wagstaffe, Director of the Yorkshire Museum, who identified it as a female Bonelli’s
Warbler (Phylloscopus bonelli). Very little was seen of the bird in the field before it was
caught, but J. K. records that the rump and tail were noticeably yellowish green, and
that the white under-parts, grey head, and pale legs were also striking when seen from
about two or three yards. It called ‘hooeet’ once or twice when flying into the trap.
This is the first record of this species in Great Britain.

Mr Wagstaffe, in his report to the List Committee of the British Ornithologists’
Union on 15th December 1948, says that, after having examined a large series of P. b.
bonelli, and P. b. orientalis, he came to the conclusion that the specimen matched
more closely the majority of specimens of orientalis in coloration, but that the wing
measurement 60.5 mm, with the primaries straightened—the method used by
Ticehurst~—was smaller than the average wing measurement recorded by that
authority in his Genus Phylloscopus. Moreover, the 2nd primary fell between the 6th
and 7th primaries. This is an almost 80 per cent characteristic of bonelli, as against a
2 per cent characteristic of orientalis. ‘Nevertheless, it could be argued, on the basis of
pure taxonomics’, said Mr Wagstaffe, ‘that the bird is still assignable to orientalis, but
as I have been unable to find an undoubted specimen of orientalis with wing as small as
60.5 mm, and of wing formula 2 = 6/7, I am prepared to believe, for the time being at
least, that the bird is probably, but by no means certainly, a specimen of bonelli
bonelli.’ In this belief he was partly influenced by the geographical distributions of the
two forms and by the fact that some examples of the typical race are much greyer than
others.

At the previous meeting of the Committee it had been suggested that the first
example of any addition to the British List should be treated binomially until such
time as subspecific assessment could be based on more than one specimen. This was
agreed to in the present case.

Originally published in British Birds 42: 215-216. Heading drawing by Laurel A. Tucker
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Although still a rare vagrant, Bonelli’s Warbler has become almost regular. At least one was
seen in every year in the 1970s, and no fewer than 11 were reported in 1976. By the end of
1980, there was a grand total of 68 British and Irish records.

Bonelli’s Warbler is between Willow Warbler P. trochilus and Chiffchaff P. collybita in
size. The whole underparts are strikingly silky white, the upperparts plain, pale grey-brown,
and the tail feathers and secondaries are fringed with bright yellowish (the latter forming a
distinct bright panel on the closed wing). The yellowish-green rump contrasts with the
generally drab upperparts, but this feature is often difficult 1o observe. Compared with most
other Phylloscopus warblers, the head is rather featureless, lacking a defined dark
eve-stripe or pale supercilium, giving a rather plain face in which the dark eye stands out.
Typically, the leg colour is light brown, not so bright as on most Willow Warblers. The call
(at least of the western race P. b. bonelli) is a rather deep, full ‘pweeoo’. The song is
distinctive, consisting of rwo subtly different phrases which are usually uttered alternately:
the first is a 1 to 13 second trill or rattle, made up of seven to ten rapidly repeated notes; the
second is a slightly slower and lower pitched version of the same. When seen well, Bonelli’s
Warbler is one of the most distinctive species in a notoriously difficult genus.

SEPTEMBER 1950
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Isabelline Shrike on the
Isle of May

SN
W. U. Flower and M. I. Kinnear Al WK &

On 26th September 1950, while observing migrant birds on the Isle of May, Fife, we
saw a shrike fly into a walled garden near the lighthouse. The bird was about the size
of a Red-backed Shrike (Lantus collurio) and of strikingly pale colouring.

The shrike was watched for a total of about 14 hours, mostly in very good light, at a
range down to 20 feet, through coated lens binoculars 9 X 35. Description: Upper-
parts: narrow black line across forehead. Crown pale rufous (matching withered
burdock on which it perched), paling to warm buff at nape and hind neck. Mantle and
back pale greyish-buff, scapulars pale buff, rump and upper tail-coverts rufous, of a
deeper tone than crown. Sides of head: lores, feathers round eye and ear-coverts
intense black, continuous with forehad line. Supercilium cream. Chin and all
under-parts conspicuously white, tinged pale pinkish buff on upper part of flanks.
Tail-feathers appeared uniformly russet. Primaries pale brown, with outstanding white
patch at base, forming prominent bar when wing spread. Secondaries pale brown with
lighter edges. Bill and legs appeared black or dark grey.

There were no crescentic bands or any other markings on the upper or under
surfaces, and no black or white on the back, rump or tail.

Originally published in Brirish Birds 44: 217-219. Heading drawing by Laurel A. Tucker
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Behaviour The bird’s carriage and movements were typical of a shrike. When not
resting with head sunk between shoulders, or turning watchfully from side to side, it
made repeated hops to the ground from its burdock perch, or short sallies from the
wall. It was seen to take food from the ground, including a large earthworm. The
bird could be watched easily, since it was unperturbed by a fairly close approach. No
sounds were heard.

A south-east wind on 24th September had changed to a northerly gale on the 25¢h,
and diminished to a milder north-west wind on 26th September. Very few migrants
were on the island on 23rd September, but a few came in on both 24th and 25th
September, including a Yellow-browed Warbler (Phylloscopus inormatus) among other
warblers.

We were unable to identify the shrike while on the island, since its colouring was
different from any plumage of the shrikes described in The Handbook, Comparison of
field notes and sketches with skins in the Royal Scottish Museum in Edinburgh, and
with the plate and description in Dresser’s Birds of Europe, leads o the conclusion
that the bird we saw was an adult male, in full winter plumage, of the Isabelline
Shrike (Lanius isabellinus).
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In the subsequent 30 years, this spectes mustered a 1otal of 14 further records in Britain and
Ireland, but its progress was far from smooth. For rwo decades, uniil general acceptance in
1978 of the views of Prof. Dr K. H. Voous (Ibis 119: 381}, the red-iailed shrikes of the
pheenicurcides-isabellinus-speculigerus-tsaidemensis group were regarded as races of
the Red-backed Shrike L. collurio or as races of onme species, L. cristatus, incorporating
some 11 races whick are now separated as Red-backed, Isabelline and Brown Shrikes. The

Isabelline Shrike Lanius isabelli-
nus, fsle of May, 26th September
1950; from a field sketch by Miss
W. U. Flower.
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overlap zones between these species/groups of races lie within areas of the USSR where there
are few ornithologists, and it seems likely that we have not heard the last of the complicated
taxonomic questions and arguments involved (for recent discussion, see Brit. Birds 72:
573-578; 74: 534-536). Nevertheless, these rufous-tailed shrikes will doubtless continue to
straggle westwards and reach the British Isles, mostly in late autumn, regardless of how
human betngs classify and reclassify them.

Adult Isabelline Shrikes, like the Isle of May individual (which was a male, probably L. i.
phoenicuroides), are distinctive. First-winter shrikes are ageable by the subterminal dark
barring on the wing-coverts and tertials. The striking features of a first-winter Isabelline are
1ts obvious generally pale grey-brown appearance, and contrasting gingery or rufous rump
and tail. The breast-sides and flanks are only faintly marked with grey crescents, the crown,
nape, mantle and scapulars are plain, pale grey-brown, and the bill has an extensive pale
base. Red-backed Shrikes often show a reddish tail, but it matches the general coloration of
the upperparts, the underparts are usually more strongly marked, and the bill is wholly or
predominantly blackish.

MAY-JUNE 1951

Terek Sandpiper in East Sussex and Suffolk

A. H. Bettsand G. B. G. Benson

When at the Midrips, near Camber, Sussex, on 30th May 1951, A.H.B. saw a bird
working along beneath the foot-high mud bank and noted the following details:
general size and build of a Common Sandpiper (Actitis hypoleucos) with similar
bobbing action, but uniform ashy-grey above with perhaps a buffish tinge; there was a
pale stripe through the eye, and throat, breast and under-parts were white. The
outstanding features were, however, a long, slender black bill with (as I jotted it down
on the spot) ‘a definite slight upturn’—not so pronounced, that is, as in an Avocet
(Avosetta recurvirostray—and legs somewhat longer than a Common Sandpiper’s and
bright yellow.

In flight, skimming the water from bank to bank, the impression given was that of a
ghostly Common Sandpiper with that bird’s characteristic shallow, ‘flicking’ wing
action. The bird was watched for some fifteen minutes steadily feeding, usually

Originally published in British Birds 45: 36-37. Heading drawing by Alan Harris
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dipping the morsels obtained from the mud into water before swallowing. Owing to
the low bank it was most convenient to watch from across the stretch of water, but
views within 25 yards were obtained with 8 % 30 binoculars and %25 telescope under
excellent light conditions, though a high wind was troublesome.

On checking over the details of the observations with The Handbook, and after
examining skins at the British Museum, A.H.B. was convinced that the bird was a
Terek Sandpiper (Xenus cinereus).

On the evening of 2nd June 1951, W. E. Rowe saw a strange wader on a marsh near
Southwold, Suffolk. In better light next day he was able to identify it as a Terek
Sandpiper. It remained until about 16.30 G.M.T., 6th June and was seen by a number
of observers including Mr F. C. Cook, Chairman of the Lowestoft Field Club.

In general appearance it was a conspicuously light-coloured wader, intermediate in
size between a Redshank (Tringa totanus) and a Curlew-Sandpiper (Calidris ferru-
ginea), with which birds it was momentarily in close company, grey (brownish not
bluish) above and white below. The two dark streaks on the back converging slightly
towards the tail, the bright yellow legs, and the dark, slender, upturned bill were very
obvious characteristics. A small dark patch was clearly visible at the carpal joint of the
folded wing. The neck and upper breast were slightly greyed. There was a small white
stripe from the base of the bill to the eye. The base of the bill was rather lighter than
the remainder but this could only be seen at close range.

The bird was seldom seen in flight, but the fore-wing appeared rather dark and the
secondaries to have white tips; but there was nothing like the contrast of a Redshank’s
wing.

It ‘bobbed’ in sandpiper fashion, but not so constantly as a Common Sandpiper. It
waded about the shallow pools often up to the belly feathers, and appeared to feed
almost exclusively from the surface—once or twice only was the bill totally immersed.
Normally it remained apart from other birds. It was once put up by a Redshank and
once by a Ringed Plover (Charadrius hiaticula). On the evening of the 5th it appeared
restless and called repeatedly, a note which G.B.G.B. wrote as a sweet, quick
‘wee-wee-wee’ (occasionally ‘wee-wee’), undoubtedly The Handbook’s ‘dii dii dii.” It is
possible that these two records refer to the same individual.

This elegant and distinctive wader is still a major rarity. Since the first in 1951, it has
averaged less than one every rwo years, the grand total by the end of 1980 being only 18.

The Common Sandpiper-like actions on the ground and in flight, the rather long, upcurved
bill, the yellowish or bright orange-yellow legs, and the prominent white trailing edge on the
secondaries (the latter reminiscent of a Redshank, but not so broad) give this wader a totally
distinctive appearance. The converging dark lines on the scapulars are a feature only of
summer adullts.
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Blue-cheeked Bee-eater in Scilly

Hilda M. Quick

On 22nd June 1951, having a visitor staying with me on St Agnes (Isles of Scilly), I
went up the lane before breakfast to get the morning’s milk. Something skimmed
across the path which registered as strange . . . only a glimpse, but it was definitely
odd. I wondered if it could have been a Starling (Sturnus vulgaris) looking greener than
usual, or a pale Swallow (Hirundo rustica) with a light sheen on it (the flight suggested
something of the Swallow tribe). However, I had to go back and get breakfast for my
guest,-and leave the mystery for the moment.

While we were breakfasting, a neighbour came into say that Mr Lewis Hicks had
seen a strange and most wonderful bird. So we left breakfast standing and rushed out;
collected Mr Hicks and went with him to the fields where he had seen it. (He told me
afterwards that at first he could not believe his eyes, and went to fetch his wife to
‘come and tell me if you see what I see!’) Fairly soon we saw our quarry afar off, and
presently it perched at some distance, but in good view. There was no doubt that it
was a bee-eater (Merops); one knew it from pictures, and the curved bill and elongated
tail-feathers could be clearly seen. It seemed to be returning fairly regularly to one
spot on the telegraph wires, so I stalked gently up the lane to a position within 20 feet
or so of where it came back to perch. It made frequent sallies after insects and brought
them back to the wire to eat. (‘Sitting there eating up my bees as fast as it can!’ said
Mr Hicks, who has hives . . . but we could not be sure that they were truly bees that it
was catching.) Once, its prey escaped from its bill, and it did a lightning dive and turn
to re-capture it and bring it back to the wire.

It seemed to me about the size of a Cuckoo (Cuculus canorus) of a most beautiful
irridescent green with rather darker primaries. They was a dark copper spot at the
throat, a black line through the eye, and the forehead and crown looked pale blue. I
noted the plumage carefully, not because I doubted that it was the European Bee-eater
(M. apiaster), but because I was anxious if possible to report its sex and age. When the
bird finally changed its hunting ground, after giving me a good exhibition for about
ten minutes, I ran home, scribbled down the details, and turned to The Handbook . . .
to find that the European Bee-eater is russet on head and mantle, with a yellow throat
patch, whereas this bird was green all over, with a chestnut throat-patch. A hasty
glance at the description of plumage suggested that the juvenile might be greener than

Originally published in British Birds 45: 225-227. Heading drawing by Alan Harris

2



Blue-cheeked Bee-eater in Scilly 25

an adult. I hurried back again to see more of it. No more close-ups were granted, but
we all had excellent views of the bird in flight, when a particularly noticeable feature
was the copper colour of the underside of the wing. Against the dark wind-break
hedges, the shining green body, with flashes of russet as the wing rose, was very
striking. In flight at a distance it was still a recognizable silhouette, rather like a
Swallow with the body much prolonged before the forking (as it looked at a distance)
of the tail. No sound was ever heard from it. About four hours after it was first seen it
disappeared, and a party of bird-watchers, hastily summoned from St Mary’s by
’phone, spent the afternoon searching St Agnes in vain.

On sitting down to meditate further on this plumage question, two facts stuck out:
one, that if the bird were a juvenile Merops apiaster, it had no business to have such
complete and conspicuous tail-streamers; and two, that it was incredible that The
Handbook should omit all mention of the remarkable copper under-wing, one of the
most noticeable of the field characteristics. So I wrote to British Birds about it, and
was assured, from the description supplied, that the bird was of the species Merops
superciliosus, the Blue-cheeked Bee-eater.

This exotic and beautiful species has not been reported in Britain since this 1951
observation. An earlier occurrence, also in Scilly, has, however, come to light. In Fune
1962, ¥. L. F. Parslow was examining the bird collection in the Isles of Scilly Museum
when he discovered that a ‘Bee-eater’ shot on St Mary’s on 13th Fuly 1921 was in fact an
adult Blue-cheeked Bee-eater (Bull. Brit. Orn. C1. 92: §7-59).

The almost entirely bright green plumage is an immediate distinction from the more
variegated Bee-eater. The black eye-stripe is bordered above and below by whitish; the chin
is yellow with a brick-red throat-patch; and the underwing-coverts are wholly coppery.
Although juvenile Bee-eater is generally greener above than the adults (lacking, especially,
the bright chestnut on the mantle and wing-coverts), at least it shows their diagnostic bright
chestnut crown, yellow chin and throat, and bluish underparts, features never shown by
Blue-cheeked Bee-cater at any age.
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Olivaceous Warbler on
Skokholm

P.]J. Conder

An Olivaceous Warbler (Hippolais pallida) was caught in a trammel-net on 23rd
September 1951, on Skokholm Island, Pembrokeshire. It remained on the island until
the Observatory was closed on 3rd October. On 23rd September it was watched in the
South Haven bracken for about 90 minutes, and the field-description which follows
has been compiled from the notes of W. G. Bridges, David Boddington, P. J. Conder,
Margaret Dun and John Peake. Superficially it resembled a Garden Warbler (Sylvia
borin), but was rather smaller. The upper-parts were a pale uniform grey-brown, with
tail and wings slightly darker. The under-parts were a pale greyish-white, except for
the chin and throat and under tail-coverts which, in the sunlight, appeared pale
greenish-yellow. At about 10 yards, also in the sunlight, it was possible with
binoculars to see the pale yellowish-green lores and a superciliary stripe which
extended a short distance behind the eye. The pale brown bill was obviously large,
and the fact that it was broad at the base was noticed at close quarters. The legs
appeared bluish-grey. Under more cloudy conditions later in the day the yellowness of
the chin and throat was not so noticeable, and the bluishness of the legs not so
pronounced.

On examination in the hand this bird was judged to be an adult. At 1300 hours
B.S.T. on 23rd September its weight was 12.3 grammes. The wing measured 66.0 mm
when in natural curve, and 67.0 mm when straightened. The first primary was 8.0
mm longer than the primary-coverts; the second primary was 3.0 mm shorter than the
third and fourth, which were equal and the longest; the fifth was 1.5 mm shorter than
the third and fourth; the sixth was 2.5 mm shorter and the seventh 3.0 mm shorter.
The wing-formula can be seen in the photograph (Photo 1) showing the spread wing
and tail of this bird. The photograph also illustrates quite well another character of the
species—the outer tail-feathers shorter than the others.

During the first day or two on the island the bird was not shy, perhaps because it
was tired, and occasionally it allowed observers to approach within two yards. It

Originally published in British Birds 46: 191-192. Heading drawing by P. J. Grant
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perched very often on the top of the bracken, where its habit of raising its crown and
nape feathers was easily and frequently observed. After it had been about a week on
the island, however, it was less easily approachable. It was heard by W. G. Bridges to
use a note similar to the ‘churr’ of a Whitethroat (Sylvia communis), but shorter and
harsher. During the later days of its stay on the island it was more frequently heard to
call ‘yilp’, a sound very similar to a call of the House Sparrow (Passer domesticus),
although quieter and higher pitched.

Despite Heligoland traps, mist-nets and the greatly increased number of observers in recent
years, the Olivaceous Warbler remains a major rarity. Up to the end of 1980, only a further
11 had been discovered here.

Satisfactory identification of a vagrant Olivaceous Warbler calls for lengthy and most
careful observation, preferably backed by thorough experience of Hippolais and other
confusable warblers. The first stage in the identification of any Hippolais is to establish
genus-diagnostic features such as the long, broad-based bill; pale flesh or yellowish lower
mandible and cutting edges and tip of upper mandible; pale lores (without obvious dark line
from eye 1o bill) giving a pale-faced look in which the dark eye stands out; ill-defined
supercilium extending to or only just beyond the eye; bluish or grey-toned legs; and square-cut
tail and short undertail-coverts (not graduated or long respectively as on Acrocephalus
warblers). In combination, these features will rule out all the confusion species.

Olivaceous Warbler has strikingly greyish upperparts and wings (the latter with whitish
fringes on the tertials, secondaries and primaries, forming a pale wing panel, not as
prominent as on a typical Icterine Warbler H. icterina), and whitish underparts from chin
to undertail-coverts, washed (perhaps especially on first-winter individuals) grey-buff on the
breast-sides and flanks. At all ages, it lacks any greenish tones on the upperparts or yellow
wash on the face and underparts; in the latter respect the identification of the Skokholm
individual is apparently contentious. The short wings (primary projection half the length of
the exposed tertials) and wing formula are similar 1o Melodious Warbler, and special care is
needed to avoid the confusion of a pale individual of that species; although it would never
twtally lack the green and yellow tones, the effects of distance and different light conditions
need to be taken into account. Further confirmatory differences are the presence of obvious
and defined whitish fringes and tips to the outer pair (often two outer pairs) of tail feathers;
the outer two or three pairs of tail feathers are graduated (tail corners almost square-cut on
Melodious); and the bill, at least of the western race H. p. elaeica, is noticeably longer than
that of Melodious Warbler. The smaller eastern race H. p. opaca is confusable with Booted
Warbler H. caligata, which, however, at least has a bill and head structure recalling a
Phylloscopus rather than a Hippolais.
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Red-eyed Vireo at Tuskar
Rock

Robert F. Ruttledge

On 4th October 1951, a Red-eyed Vireo (Vireo olivaceus) was found dead at Tuskar
Rock, off Co. Wexford, where it had evidently been killed by striking the lighthouse.
Many other migrants became casualties in the same night.

Identification was kindly confirmed by Mr J. D. MacDonald at the British
Musuem (Nat. Hist.) and the occurrence was reported in B.O.C. Bull., vol. 72, p. 37.
Captain C. H. B. Grant also carefully examined the specimen and informed me that
the plumage showed no trace of the bird’s having been in captivity. A study of the
weather charts shows how very suitable conditions were at the time for a west to east
crossing of the North Atlantic. It is significant that during the week in which the
Vireo occurred at Tuskar Rock an American Water Pipit (Anthus spinoletta rubescens)
was observed at Great Saltee which is within sight of Tuskar Rock (Brit. Birds, vol.
xlv, pp. 325-328). Careful consideration of the facts points to the probability that the
bird was a genuine vagrant.

Since the first record was a corpse, details of the next are also included here.

Red-eyed Vireos in Scilly

Between the afternoon of 30th September and the early morning of 4th October 1962,
single individuals of Lesser Golden Plover (Charadrius dominicus), White-rumped
Sandpiper (Calidris fuscicollis) and Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla) arrived on St
Agnes, Isles of Scilly. With a huge and remarkably circular depression centred over
the middle of the North Atlantic on 29th September, and considering the exhausted
state of the first two birds, there can be little doubt that they had all initially been
blown off course and then aided in their trans-oceanic flight by gale-force winds from
the west.

This remarkable procession of Nearctic waders did not, however, do anything to
prepare the observers concerned for the last arrivals in this period. During the
afternoon of 4th October, R. E. Emmett, I. J. Ferguson-Lees and my wife and I were
combing the bulb fields and wooded gardens in the centre of the island when, at about
3.45 p.m. B.S.T., a large warbler-like passerine was seen darting about in a tamarisk.
A moment or two later my wife and I got the first clear view, immediately noting a
heavy bill, a striped head and greenish upper-parts. This combination of characters
prompted me to shout, ‘Vireo!” The other two observers were quickly clear of cover
but not before the bird had begun a series of rapid and lengthy flights. Eventually,
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however, a prolonged watch inside the adjacent parsonage garden gave all four of us
excellent views at a few yards in both shadow and sunlight. The bird was then quickly
identified, with field reference to Roger Peterson’s A Field Guide to the Birds (1947),
as a Red-eyed Vireo (Vireo olivaceus), only the second to be recorded in the British
Isles and Europe and the first to be seen alive.

A full description and sketches were made and even when it was not in view, its
progress through the leaf-canopy could be traced by its frequent calls. The note might
be written as tchay and, with its pronounced nasal twang, was remarkably like that of
a Willow Tit (Parus montanus). The size and total length were similar to those of a
Great Tit (Parus major) but with a correspondingly short tail and heavy, blob-like bill.
Our first impressions were of a fairly bright greenish bird moving boldly through
foliage, showing a dark cap, black and white head-stripes recalling a Firecrest
(Regulus ignicapillus), and whitish under-parts. The following detailed description was
obtained between about 3.45 p.m. and 5.30 p.m. in a series of short views from fifty
yards down to a few feet:

Upper-parts: crown grey, looking faded or quite bright blue-grey (and even black when feathers
raised) according to angle of light; supercilium conspicuous, pure white bordered with lines of
black above and below (the lower line passing through the dark eye); rest of upper-parts,
including wing-coverts, pale but fairly bright olive-green (greenish in dull light) with a lighter
and silvery grey-green panel on inner half-dozen secondaries, recalling the panel of an Icterine
Warbler (Hippolais icterina); primaries and tail-feathers browner green (but tips of latter paler).
Under-parts: chin, throat and centre of chest clean off-white; ear-coverts and cheeks washed with
olive-green, this extending to sides of chest and flanks; under-tail coverts washed with
yellowish-green (appearing yellow in sunlight). Bill dark blackish; legs greyish in sunlight and
dark blue-grey in shadow.

The actual colour of the eye was not seen on 4th October, but on the next day, with
the bird sometimes in more open surroundings, we frequently caught a glint of red
from mid-day onwards.

During the early afternoon of 5th October, I. J. Ferguson-Lees and I were again in
the parsonage garden when suddenly not one, but two Red-eyed Vireos appeared
within a foot of each other in the same bush. The fact that there were two cleared up
some variations in the plumage details which we had noted on the 4th and also
probably accounted for the vociferous calling which we had all thought unusual for
such a bird on its own. The second one differed from the first in the following
respects:

Generally duller with greyer crown (never showing blue) and less intense black borders to the

supercilium. Upper-parts less green and wing panel not so obvious. Under-parts duller white.
Eye apparently blackish in all lights and at all angles.

For the rest of the Sth, we were able to study the two birds at varying ranges and in
all lights, and concluded that we were looking at one adult and one immature. Both
remained fairly secretive, taking cover at any movement, but nevertheless they were
watched as they worked their way through the leaves of ivy, elm, pittosporum, apple
and other trees and shrubs. They picked insects off foliage, both when perched and in
hover-flights, and once one was seen fly-catching. They both flicked their tails
frequently and clearly kept in contact by calling; at one time a prolonged duet of
tchay, tchay was heard.

It seems very probable that both were present on the 4th and we saw them regularly
up to the 7th, our last full day on the island. On the 6th we were joined by G. J.
Harris, R. Khan, N. R. Phillips and B. P. Pickess, all of whom also saw at least one of
them during the next few days. They last saw the immature on the 9th and the adult
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on the 10th, when K. H. Hyatt was also present. Finally, the last-mentioned
observer, together with B. S. Milne and F. H. Waters, had a brief view of the

immature on the 17th.
D. 1. M. WALLACE

Including the rwo in Scilly in 1962, ten more Red-eyed Vireos have occurred between the
first one in 1951 and the end of 1980. All have been in southern Ireland or southwestern
Britain, and all have been within a three-week period from the last week of September to
mid October, the classic pattern for Nearctic passerine vagrants.

Red-eyed Vireo is about the size of a Garden Warbler Sylvia borin. Adults in autumn are
almost wholly silky white below, and the iris is obviously red; first-winter individuals (the
most likely age of vagrants to Europe) have an obvious yellow or yellow-buff wash on the
flanks and vent, and a brown or chestnut iris which, in sunlight, may glint red.

American Robin on
Lundy

Peter Davis

An American Robin (Turdus migratorius) was present on Lundy, Devon, from 27th
October to 8th November 1952. It was probably first seen on 25th October, by one of
the islanders.

FIELD OBSERVATIONS

On the morning of 27th October I found a strange thrush in a gully choked with
sallows and brambles, on the terraced eastern slopes of the island. It was feeding
avidly on blackberries, and tolerated my approach to within ten yards, remaining
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motionless when a few Redwings (7. iliacus) flew out of the bushes. With its blackish
head, dark olive-brown upper-parts, pale brick-red under-parts, rather rotund build,
and upright stance, the bird somewhat resembled an oversized cock Stonechat
(Saxicola torquata). There was an incomplete white ring around the eye. When
disturbed the thrush gave a low ‘tchook, tchook, tchook’ call hardly distinguishable to
my ears from the notes of an uneasy Blackbird (T. merula).

Dislodging the bird from the gully proved a difficult task, but eventually it flew
southwards along the main terrace, and was taken in one of the Heligoland traps.
After examination and ringing at the Old Light, the Robin was shown to the other
resident bird-watchers, F.W. and Miss Mary Gade, and John Ogilivie. Later,
photographs were taken by Kenneth Monk (one of these is reproduced on Photos 2 &
3), and the bird was afterwards released near the Hotel.

The bird had returned to the terraces, half a mile from the Hotel, on the 28th, and
remained there on the 29th, but subsequently it was seen only on the top of the island,
near Quarterwall Pond. Here it sought food on the close-cropped sward, with
Redwings and Blackbirds. Earthworms seemed to be the main attraction. Though not
confiding, the American Robin seldom flew as far as the other thrushes when people
passed along the track. On one occasion F. W. Gade saw it join a party of Fieldfares
(T. pilaris) flying away over the airfield, but soon it dropped out and returned to the
Quarterwall.

Another note was heard several times, a low ‘tseep’ or ‘sssp,’ given in flight or from
a vantage point on one of the stone dykes.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION
The following description was taken from the bird in the hand:

Upper-parts: Head very dark brown, feathers with olive-brown tips; a short patch above, and
another below and behind the eye, white. Rest of upper-parts dark olive-brown, slightly greyer
on the rump. Wings: dark brown, outer edges of primaries, secondaries, primary and greater
wing-coverts pale greyish. Tail: dark brown, the two outer feathers on each side with small white
tips. Under-parts: chin and throat white with dark striations, particularly at the sides. Upper
breast, sides of lower breast, flanks, axillaries and under wing-coverts pale brick-red, rather
paler on under-wing coverts; feathers with pale greyish tips on upper breast and flanks, whitish
tips on sides of breast. Centre of lower breast and belly white; under tail-coverts white, feathers
with grey-brown bases forming a patch in the ventral area. Soft parts: bill dark brown with yellow
gape; eyes dark brown; legs and feet dark brown.

Wing-formula: 1st primary 6 mm shorter than primary coverts; 3rd and 4th longest, 2nd 7 mm
shorter 5th 2 mm shorter, 6th 9 mm shorter, 3rd to 6th emarginated on outer web.

The outer rectrices were 5 mm shorter than the other ten.

Measurements: Wing 130 mm; tarsus 33 mm; bill from feathers 18.5 mm; weight 69.8 gm at
12.30 hours.

Judging from the colour of the upper-parts, the paleness of the breast, the
ill-defined white orbital ring, the smallness of the white tips of the outer rectrices, and
the colour of the bill, the bird was in first-winter plumage.

The dark brown, but not blackish tail, suggests that this specimen was of the
Eastern race (T. m. migratorius) rather than of the Northern (T. m. nigrideus).

THE METEOROLOGICAL POSITION

I am indebted to Kenneth Williamson (personal communication, 1952) for his
comments on this aspect of the occurrence. He has stated that ‘the present case,
arguing on the concept of migrational drift—a drift downwind across an inhospitable
zone—-seems . . . just about as clear-cut a case as one could hope to get.’
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On 2lst and 22nd October, the eastern two-thirds of North America were
dominated by two major pressure systems—a great anticyclone covering the United
States, and a rapidly-developing depression centred over Hudson’s Bay. During these
two days the pressure-systems were contiguous in the Great Lakes-St Lawrence
region, and a complementary south-westerly airstream flowed through this area to the
Atlantic coasts. This airstream could well have drifted migrants out of Upper Canada
into the Maritime Provinces.

For a lucid summary of the situation on 23rd and 24th October, I quote
Williamson’s remarks: ‘The mid-day weather-map of 23rd shows the Hudson’s Bay
depression’s warm sector sweeping across the estuary of the St Lawrence, the wind
westerly ahead of the cold front. This is exactly the kind of set-up which, with
depressions moving in the opposite direction up the North Sea (which is not much
bigger than the mouth of the St Lawrence) deposits hundreds of migrants from the
Continent at Fair Isle. This “low’’ may well have been important in the present case.
The picture in the Atlantic itself is simple enough from 23rd to 25th, a vast depression
centred about 500 miles south of Iceland governing the weather across the whole
width of the ocean on 23rd, and over the eastern two-thirds on 24th. Any bird which
got adrift to sea beyond Newfoundland would be in the eastwards-flowing airstream
on the south side of this depression, with force 6 to 8 winds to help it, and no
complications until it reached the British Isles.’

THE TRANSATLANTIC FLIGHT

The distance from the St Lawrence estuary to Lundy by this down-wind route is
about 3,200 miles, with an actual sea-crossing of 2,800 miles from Cape Race. The
average wind-speed along this track, on 23rd-25th October, was in the region of
35 m.p.h. To this must be added the flight-speed of an American Robin, which would
be about 35-40 m.p.h. It seems reasonable to postulate an average ground-speed in
excess of 70 m.p.h., so that the Atlantic crossing could have been made in less than
forty hours.

There is no reason to believe that such a flight would be beyond the powers of a bird
of this size, though undoubtedly its condition would be critical by the time a landfall
was achieved.

The weight-losses sustained by migrating birds have been the subject of much work
in recent years by Williamson (1952) and others, and it has been shown that small
Passerines may lose 20-30 per cent of their initial weight on long sea-crossings,
without any apparent ill-effect. Such losses are rapidly made good when suitable
feeding-places are found. A bird’s condition only becomes critical when the muscle
and liver glycogen and accumulated fat have been consumed, and inroads are made
upon the protein of the muscle-tissue.
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The weight of a Blackbird of similar size and build to this American Robin and
passing through Lundy in the autumn is usually in the region of 90 to 100 gms. The
actual weight of the Robin when trapped, two days after the probable time of arrival
on the island, was, however, only 69.8 gms. Making due allowance for recuperation,
the weight-loss undergone may have been as great as 40 per cent. These figures are in
themselves very strong evidence that the bird had recently completed a flight of very
long duration.

With an accumulated total of 23 records, the American Robin now ranks as the commonest
Nearctic passerine and the second-commonest Nearctic landbird vagrant 1o Britain and
Ireland, exceeded only by the Yellow-billed Cuckoo Coccyzus americanus. Until the early
1950s, very few ornithologists believed that it was possible for landbirds to fly across the
Atlantic, and records were always dismissed as referring to escaped cagebirds. Now that
transatlantic vagrancy is accepted, some past records have been reassessed; among those now
retrospectively added 10 the British and Irish list is an American Robin at Shankill, Co.
Dublin, on 4th May 1891 (Ibis 122: 565).

Both sexes of this distinctive Blackbird-sized American thrush are similar: first-winters (like
the Lundy individual) are best aged by the smaller, whitish or buff tips on the outer tail
feathers (larger and white on adults), but other features, such as the more olive-brown
(rather than greyer) upperparts, less black lores and ear-coverts, and pale (rather than rich)
brick-red underparts are, in combination, further clues to age.

JULY 1953

Magnificent Frigatebird on Tiree

John Graham

In July, 1953, another new species, the Magnificent Frigatebird (Fregata magnificens),
was added to the British list. The account which follows was compiled with the
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assistance of Mr lolo Williams, Sir Norman Kinnear, Dr A. C. Stephen and Prof.
V. C. Wynne-Edwards.

On 10th July 1953, at Loch a’ Puill, a freshwater lochan near the south-west corner
of the island of Tiree, Inner Hebrides, I caught in a landing-net what I described as ‘a
big bird with an all white head and an albatross beak’. I noted that the whole of the
back and tail were a brown colour and the tail was deeply forked. There was quite a lot
of white on the under-parts, and freckled black and white feathers down the legs to
the toes. It was in an exhausted condition when found at 10.30 a.m. (B.S.T.) and it
died at 8 p.m. on the same day. The remains were sent to the Royal Scottish Museum,
Edinburgh, and there made into a cabinet skin, which has now been incorporated in
the Museum’s collection through the kindness of His Grace the Duke of Argyll. At
the British Museum (Natural History) Sir Norman Kinnear identified it as a
Magnificent Frigatebird of the Caribbean race (F. m. rothschildi).

The bird was an immature female (not a male, as reported in The Times of 25th July
1953), with, according to Dr Stephen, a wing-span of 6 feet 6 inches and a length of
33 inches.

Mr David R. R. Burt of St Andrew’s University examined the body and reported
that a number of tape-worms of the genus Tetrabothrius were found, but that these
could not be more fully identified owing to the state of decomposition. One specimen
of the hippoboscid fly Olfersia spinifera Leach, and three species of Mallophaga—
Edmaniella aurifasciata (Kelly), Colpocephalum angulaticeps Piaget and Petinopygus
crenatum (Giebel)—were identified respectively by Mr H. Oldroyd and Miss Theresa
Clay at the British Museum (Natural History).

No fully identified Magnificent Frigatebird has been observed here since the first,
unfortunate, moribund individual in 1953. There have, however, been rwo frigatebirds,
possibly but not certainly of this species: off Forvie, Grampian, on 20th August 1960 and
off Cape Clear Island, Co. Cork, on 24th August 1973.

Frigatebirds are huge, fork-tailed, tropical seabirds which obtain food either by snatching
from the surface in flight, or by skua-like harrying of other seabirds. During the day, they
neither come to land nor settle on the sea (their plumage is not waterproof), and at night they
use prominent perches, which aid take-off. The Magnificent Frigatebird has a wing-span of
between six and eight feet (females larger than males). Males have all-black plumage, with
a bare, red throat patch; females and immatures have a white patch on the belly and flanks.
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On 19th July 1953, an unusual wader was observed on Arnold’s Marsh, Cley,
Norfolk, by P. R. Clarke, who pointed it out to P. D. Kirby and R. A. Richardson. It
was subsequently watched for some hours at a few yards range by these three
observers, myself, Mrs R. F. Meiklejohn and W. F. Bishop, the official watcher of
Cley Marsh. We all came to the conclusion that it was a Semipalmated Sandpiper
(Calidris pusilla).

Attention was first drawn to the bird by its predominately grey colouring and its
peculiarly leisurely method of feeding, rather after the manner of a Knot (Calidris
canutus). In size the bird was slightly, but definitely, larger than a Little Stint (C.
minuta), one of which was present for comparison, and in colour rather paler and more
grey: the light backward pointing V mark on the back, which is a conspicuous feature
of the Little Stint, was entirely lacking; the breast was streaked with grey and the
under-parts were pure white. There was a noticeable black line from the top of the
upper mandible to a point just behind the eye, where the line broadened into an
irregular grey black band extending along the top of the ear-coverts, and there was a
light superciliary stripe. The wing-coverts were much abraded, pointing to its being
an adult bird in the last of its summer plumage. The bill was black, shorter and
noticeably stouter than that of a Little Stint, and seemed to broaden at the end. The
legs, when wet, appeared to be black, but when dry, were seeen to be very dark olive
green. The usual note was a husky, throaty ‘churup’ and an occasional very faint
‘chit’, the latter only audible at a few feet. On the wing the bird looked very uniform
grey, with an almost imperceptible wing bar: tail pattern much as Little Stint.

Every endeavour was made to catch the bird, which was quite tame, and to identify
its footprints, but the mud was too liquid for this to be done. A small hide was erected
by R. P. Bagnall-Oakeley and 100 feet of colour cine-film were obtained at very short
range, together with several “stills’ down to a distance of six feet, two of which are
reproduced here (Photos 4 & 5). Copies of these were sent to Roger Tory Peterson,
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the well known American ornithologist, who wrote to say that the bird was quite
definitely a Semipalmated Sandpiper. The colour film has since been seen by many
people including other New World ornithologists and all are agreed on the identifica-
tion.

The field characters separating Semiplamated Sandpiper from the confusingly similar Little
Stint C. minuta and Red-necked Stint C. ruficollis are still being investigated, but the 12
Sformerly accepted British records of Semipalmated Sandpiper were recently reviewed (see
Brit. Birds 72: 264-274) and seven of them discarded because the evidence did not
completely prove the identification. As a result, the accepted total for Britain and Ireland up
to the end of 1979 stood at 20 (14 in Ireland and six in Britain), but autumn 1980 brought
no fewer than six more, five of them in Ireland.

Structural features and call are among the best distinctions of Semipalmated Sandpiper,
because they are valid at all ages. On average, it is slightly larger than Little Stint, and the
bill is shorter, blunt-tipped in profile, and slightly spatulate when viewed head-on. The toes
are partially webbed, more extensively berween the outer and middle than berween the
middle and inner toes, and this is usually easy to see at close range on dry ground; Western
Sandpiper C. mauri (see pages 87-89) is the only other small sandpiper with webbed feet.
The call is a low, husky ‘chrrp’ or ‘churrup’, subtly distinct from Little Stint’s sharp, clipped
‘ut’ or ‘chir’.

An important first step in the identification of a suspected Semipalmated Sandpiper is to
establish its age, so that comparisons can be made with the equivalent plumage of Little
Stint. In winter, there are few, if any, really tangible plumage differences. Adults in
summer plumage lack Little Stint’s obvious rufous tones on the upperparts, head and breast,
and are generally more ochraceous-brown; they lack the two prominent white lines at the
sides of the mantle. Beware of adult Little Stints, however, in transition from summer to
winter plumage: partial acquisition of winter plumage can give them a generally greyish
appearance and obscure the whitish mantle lines. Fuveniles (in autumn, from fledging to
October) have a generally fresh, scaly appearance like other juvenile stints; they differ from
Little Stints in their generally greyer, less rufous appearance (but beware variant pale Little
Stints) and lack of prominent whitish lines or Vs at the sides of the mantle and on the
scapulars. The supercilium on average appears whiter and more prominent (largely through
greater contrast with the darker ear-coverts and more uniformly-coloured crown) and
typically lacks the fork over the eye which is usually obvious on Little Stint when viewed
head-on.
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Grey-cheeked Thrush on
Fair Isle

Kenneth Williamson

A Grey-cheeked Thrush (Catharus minimus) occurred at Fair Isle, Shetland, on
5th October 1953. The credit for capturing the bird belongs to Mr William Eunson of
Fair Isle, who saw it feeding in front of the Observatory Trap in the late afternoon.
With the aid of Peterson (1947) I identified it as the Grey-cheeked Thrush on the
evidence of its dark grey loral region and ear-coverts and the indistinct eye-rim. As
there is also in North America a sibling species, the Olive-backed [Swainson’s]
Thrush (C. ustulatus), in which the lores and eye-rim are buff, I decided to keep the
bird overnight in one of the roosting-boxes and make identification doubly sure. Since
there was no taxonomic literature concerning American birds in our library I
telephoned to Professor V. C. Wynne-Edwards, who very kindly gave me additional
information, including weights and measurements, from works in his possession.
Being completely satisfied with the identification as C. minimus I released the bird
next morning, after checking the measurements and assisting Mr. Harry A. Craw to
photograph it (see Photo 6).

The bird was a dwarf thrush, hardly bigger than a Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe),
with the upper-parts a uniform olive-brown colour—more greenish-olive than in the
British thrushes and nearer the colour of a Robin, but darker. The under-parts were
white except on the breast, which was suffused with buff and heavily spotted with
black. I should like to emphasize the buffish tone of the breast, since the only British
bird-identification book yet dealing with this species (Peterson et al., 1954) considers
the absence of buff a diagnostic character. Certainly specimens of C. ustulatus show a
deeper colour, but examples of minimus in the British Museum and Colonel R.
Meinertzhagen’s collections have buffish breasts which is apparently characteristic of
the Newfoundland population.

The Fair Isle bird was in its first winter, having white spots at the tips of the greater
coverts and the innermost and second tertials. The chord of wing measured 99 mm,
tail 68 mm, bill from skull 15 mm, and tarsus 28 mm. Its weight soon after capture
was 24.92 gm, but overnight loss reduced this to 21.60 gm. Professor Wynne-
Edwards gave me 30-33 gm as the normal weight of autumn migrants in eastern
North America. A larva of an American tick, Haemophysalis leporis-palustris Packard,
was taken from the bird’s chin and was identified by Dr Owen Evans and Mr E.
Browning of the British Museum (Nat. Hist.), where the specimen—the first
recorded in Britain—is deposited.

Two races of this bird are at present recognized in eastern North America. The
Northern Grey-cheeked Thrush C. m. minimus ranges across Canada from Alaska to
Newfoundland and Bicknell’s Thrush C. m. bicknelli breeds in Nova Scotia and the
mountains of New England and New York State. Bicknell’s Thrush is the smaller of
the two, but there is a considerable overlap in measurements and the Fair Isle bird
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cannot be assigned to either race. Dr Charles Vaurie and Dr Dean Amadon kindly
measured the series in the American Museum of Natural History and sent me the
following data:

C. m. minimus wing: @ @ 100-107 mm; & &' 103-112 mm.
C. m. bicknelli wing: Q@ Q@ 90-96 mm; & &' 89-101 mm.

Dr Vaurie adds: ‘As you say, your bird is somewhat intermediate, and as these races
are at best rather slight we feel that there is no point in trying to identify it
subspecifically. Naturally, one might assume that the Northern race would be the one
to reach the British Isles, and it is perhaps worth mentioning that this is one of the few
American song-birds which has established itself in north-east Siberia.’

The weather situation on the eastern seaboard of North America immediately prior
to the occurrence of this thrush was similar in many respects to that which preceded
the arrival of the American Robin (Turdus migratorius) at Lundy in late October, 1952.

Fool?
g

The grand total up to the end of 1980 was 12 records, all in Britain and five of them in just
eight days, berween 14th and 21st October 1976, in Scilly and west Cornwall.

The five American thrushes with spotted breasts are all small, Wheatear-sized species. They
are typically more skulking than their familiar European counterparts, feeding under cover
or within foliage, or never venturing far from undergrowth on paths or clearings. All, except
Wood Thrush C. mustelina, have already occurred in Britain—Hermit C. guttatus
(page 193), Swainson’s (page 85), and Grey-cheeked Thrushes, and Veery C. fuscescens
(page 174).

The greyer, less olhive-brown general coloration of Grey-cheeked Thrush is a good
distinction from the brighter Swainson’s, which usually also has obvious orange-buff tones
on the upperparts, head and across the breast (coloration thus resembling a washed-out
Song Thrush Turdus philomelos). The breast of Swainson’s is slightly more distinctly
spotted than that of Grey-cheeked. On some individuals, or in difficult light conditions,
however, these distinctions are sometimes subtle, so that perhaps the most reliable distinction
is tn the detail of their facial pattern. Swainson’s has a complete, prominent, pale buff
eye-ring which is extended forward in a pale line above the lore, between the eye and bill.
Grey-cheeked has at best only a thin, usually incomplete whitish eye-ring, and an indistinct
pale line from eye to bill, if at all. The common call of Grey-cheeked is a soft “veer’, quite
unlike the diagnostic call of Swainson’s, which is a liquid ‘wink’ like dripping water.
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Black Duck in Co. Kilkenny

P. G. Kennedy

On 12th February 1954 a duck, which had been forwarded by Mr Frank Hudson,
Carriganore, Waterford, was received at the National Museum of Ireland, Dublin. Mr
P. E. Dunn and I identified it as a Black Duck (Anas rubripes), a native of Eastern
North America and a species hitherto not recorded in Europe. Owing to its condition
the taxidermist was unable to sex it, but the skin was sent to Mr Peter Scott, who
confirmed the identification and stated that it was an adult female.

The credit for this addition to our list of birds goes to Mr Hudson. On a visit to the
poulterer’s shop of Messrs M. J. Flanagan, 18 Broad St, Waterford, he noticed the
unusual plumage of this supposed ‘Mallard’, and wishing to purchase it he was told
that it had already been sold to a customer. However, an interchange was made and he
secured the duck for presentation to the Museum. He was informed that the bird had
been shot by a farmer named Croke, who lives at Listrolin, a village about three miles
west of Mullinavat, Co. Kilkenny. From an examination of the shop register he found
that the duck was received on 5th February 1954 from Croke himself by Harry
London, an assistant in the shop. London, who has had many years’ experience in
handling wildfowl, realized that this duck was not an ordinary ‘Mallard’ and pointed
out the fact to Croke.

Mr. Hudson also paid a visit to Croke in Listrolin and was shown the marsh,
adjoining a stream, where the duck had been shot. Croke informed him that two
ducks, which he considered to be of the same colour, rose together from the marsh
and that he brought down both, but one was only winged and escaped in the stream.

As the Black Duck is not found in our handbooks, a brief description may be of
interest. It is of the same size as the Mallard, and is not unlike a female Mallard, but it
is darker. The name ‘Black Duck’ is less appropriate than ‘Dusky Duck’, another but
infrequently used name, for it is not black like a Common Scoter (Melanitta nigra),
but dusky brown above and paler below. Two outstanding and diagnostic features of
this otherwise drab duck are the speculum, which is purplish blue framed in velvety
black, without any visible white, and the under-surface of the wing, which is white.
The crown is blackish with pale brown streaks; the neck, lighter than the crown, is
greyish-brown with dark streaking; the back is dusky with lighter edging to the
feathers; the bill is olive and the feet orange-red with dusky webs.

Originally published in British Birds 48: 341; 54: 324-325. Heading drawing by Killian Muilarney
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Since the first was dead, details of the second occurrence are also included here.

Black Duck in Co. Wexford

On 18th February 1961, I discovered a strikingly dark Mallard-type duck, which I
immediately recognised as a Black Duck (Anas rubripes) of eastern North America, on
the west channel of the North Slob, Co. Wexford. Other ducks present at the time
included about a thousand Wigeon (A. penelope) and a few Mallard (A. platyrhynchos),
Teal (A. crecca), Pintail (A. acuta) and Shoveler (A. clypeata). The Black Duck soon
flew off over Wexford Harbour, but fortunately it was seen again in almost the same
place (between Begerin Bridge over the channel and the pumping station on the
seawall) on at least the next three days. Major and Mrs R. F. Ruttledge were able to
confirm my identification on 20th February and I last saw the bird on the 21st, after
which I left the area. Observers who looked for it on the 25th, and subsequently, were
unable to find it. The following description is based on details I wrote down at the
time and on notes later supplied by Major Ruttledge.

At rest, the sooty-brown back, wings, under-parts and tail made it easy to pick out
from the other ducks. In size it resembled a Mallard, though its dark colour perhaps
made it ook a little larger. In contrast to the rest of the body, the head and neck were
pale buffish, except for the crown and nape and a stripe through the eye, which were
dark. The bill was similar in shape to that of a Mallard and yellow in colour with a
slight greenish tinge. Even when the bird was on the water, it could be seen that the
deep blue speculum did not have broad white margins as in the Mallard. In flight this
feature was particularly noticeable, though the white tips of the secondaries did form a
narrow band along the hind edge of the wing. Another striking feature in flight was
the contrast between the sooty belly and the silvery-white linings on the under-sides of
the wings.

This is the second Irish and European record of the Black Duck, the first being a
specimen shot on 5th February 1954, near Mullinavat, Co. Kilkenny (Brit. Birds, 48:
341). In view of the unusually disturbed weather conditions over the North Atlantic
during the autumn, with numerous eastwards-moving cyclones, and the fact that a
number of Nearctic vagrants occurred in Britain as a result, it seems reasonable to
believe that the Wexford Black Duck was not an escape from captivity. It certainly
seemed wild and was easily disturbed.

C. ]. CADBURY

Including Dr Fames Cadbury’s North Slob individual, a further ten Black Ducks have
occurred since the first, ill-fated bird. A female—one of rwo which arrived on 27th October
1976—has taken up residence on Tresco in the Isles of Scilly, paired each year with a male
Mallard and reared hybrid young in both 1978 and 1979. These two species are closely
related and hybridisation is not uncommon in the USA; the Tresco offspring present
potential identification pitfalls for the unwary.
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In size and general appearance, both sexes of Black Duck resemble a female Mallard, but
with sharply contrasting dark or blackish body. Unlike Mallard, the purple speculum lacks
the prominent white leading and trailing edges (although a fine white line may be present on
the trailing edge); the tail is brown, not white; and in flight the wholly white underwing-
coverts flash strikingly against the dark body. Sexes are distinguishable when adult, males
having blackish body (females blackish-brown), yellowish bill (females dull greenish), and
red or orange-red legs (female dull orange). The bill is never marked with orange as it is on
some female and immature Mallards. The incidence of dark variants of Mallard, and the
possibility of hybrid Mallard X Black Duck, require that all the distinctions are checked
before a firm identification as Black Duck can be made.

MARCH 1954

Royal Tern in Co. Dublin

P. G. Kennedy

On 24th March 1954 Mr R. G. Wheeler picked up the remains of a tern on the shore
of the North Bull Bird Sanctuary, Dublin; they were partly covered by sand at the
high tide line. The bird had been dead for a considerable while; most of the body
feathers had gone, but the head, wings, legs and feet were intact. The wings were
somewhat oiled. The bird was sent to Mr Kenneth Williamson, who identified it as a
Royal Tern (Sterna maxima), the first record for the British Isles and Europe.

The editors of British Birds have commented as follows: ‘Though the kindness of
the Rev. Fr. P. G. Kennedy, s.J., and Miss Geraldine Roche of the National Museum
of Ireland, we have been able to examine the specimen, and we are very grateful to Mr
R. W. Sims of the British Museum (Natural History) for comparing it with skins in
the National collection. In view of the fact that the bird had obviously long been dead
when it was found, and because it was picked up on the tide-line, it was thought
possible that it might have died in mid-ocean and been carried across the eastern
Atlantic by the Gulf Stream, thence into the Irish Sea. The body of the bird had been
eaten away and it was suggested that this was due to the attentions of small marine
animals during a long immersion in the sea. In view of these possibilities it was
thought desirable to get expert advice, and we therefore submitted the remains to
Mr G. M. Spooner, of the Marine Biological Laboratory, Plymouth. He discussed
them with his colleagues, and with members of the National Institute of Oceanogra-
phy, and has written as follows:

‘In the first place—a negative point—there is nothing whatever against this bird

Originally published in British Birds 48: 116-117; 61: 559-561. Heading drawing by P. J. Gram
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having died on the eastern Irish coast and having reached its present condition
amongst beach litter. Most of the eating away would have been done by Orchestia, or
by Talitrus on sandy ground; these always feed under cover and will ignore feathers.
Secondly—and more postively—there is everything to be said against its having
travelled across the Atlantic or indeed for a part of the way.

‘The beak, wings and legs seem in much too good a condition for this to have
happened. During the sea passage the soaking and bacterial action would have
loosened the attachment of the feathers and softened the ligaments and tendons. The
mandible would not have been able to stiffen up as it has. All feathers remaining on
the body would have readily come away on handling. The plumage and the two wings
would not have survived almost intact. (These are not statements based on the result
of experiment, but are fair assessments of our experience of the action of sea water.)
Further, it is unlikely that a floating body would long escape the attentions of
scavenging gulls and fish. Incidentally, if the bird had come far across the ocean, it
would presumably have passed through a region where small sharks may be rather
numerous; these operate at night and snap indiscriminately at anything floating.
Finally, objects drifting for any time in the North Atlantic or in coastal waters are apt
to get settled on by marine organisms with calcareous shells, but there is no trace of
such a settlement on the beak or legs. This further suggests that the body had not
been floating long, even in coastal waters.

‘At the same time, the position where it was found—Dublin—is of significance.
Dr H. P. F. Herdman, of the National Institute of Oceanography, tells me that he
would not expect objects carried to our shores from the open ocean to fetch up at this
place, and points out that the experiments being carried on now with plastic envelopes
dropped at different places out to sea are instructive. I understand that numbers are
being recovered, but none anywhere near the Dublin coast. I do not want to conclude
that a fortuitous combination of favourable winds could not combine to steer flotsam
to Dublin, but the probabilities are very heavy against it; and a glance at the weather
maps fails to suggest that the conditions in March 1954 were in any way peculiarly
helpful. In general, one would expect objects carried up on the main Gulf Stream, or
near it, to fetch up between N.W. Ireland and Shetland; while objects coming up
from farther south, by a more erratic and chancy route, would get trapped on our
south-western coasts before reaching the Irish Sea.’

‘In view of Mr Spooner’s report, we consider that there is a sufficiently strong case
to dismiss any suggestion that the bird drifted here as a corpse, and that, therefore,
there is every reason to treat it as a genuine vagrant to the British Isles.’

Stince the first one was a corpse, details of the second occurrence are also included here.

Royal Tern in Kent

On the afternoon of 28th July 1965 Ola Tunander, a Swedish ornithologist staying at
Sandwich Bay Bird Observatory, Kent, returned from Shellness Point, some four
miles away, to report the sighting of a Royal Tern Sterna maxima. P. Newbound and
M.D. went back immediately with him and watched it for over an hour. The
following description is compiled from field notes taken by these three observers that
day and by J. Websper and J.N.H. on the 29th when the bird was under observation
for a further 3} hours:

Size: a little larger than accompanying Sandwich Terns Sterna sandviscensis and nearer to that of

Common Gull Larus canus. General appearance: at rest looked bulkier than the Sandwich Terns,
with much wider closed wings and very much larger head; stance with body well off ground
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recalled Caspian Tern Sterna caspia (with which both O.T. and J.N.H. were familiar); folded
tips of wings approximately equal to tail in length; tail long and deeply forked like Sandwich
Tern’s and quite unlike Caspian’s; in flight had the shape of a typical large tern, but heavy bill
very conspicuous; flight thought to be like Sandwich’s, but a little slower and a little less buoyant
than Caspian’s. Soft pars: bill longer and heavier than Sandwich’s, approximately equal to
length of head, very slightly decurved, and brilliant orange in colour; legs and feet black or very
dark and longer than Sandwich’s; eye dark. Upper-paris: head large with jet black cap covering
entire crown and noticeable crest; neck pure white; mantle and back light grey; rump, upper
tail-coverts and tail pure white; closed wings light grey and secondaries paler; in flight dark
patches on tips of at least three primaries between 3rd and 7th. Under-parts: chin, breast, belly,
flanks and under tail-coverts pure white; under-wing also white with dark patches on tips of at
least three primaries corresponding to those on upper-wing.

The most important features were the shape and brilliant orange colour of the bill,
the long and deeply forked tail and the small amount of dark coloration at the tips of
the primaries, all of which helped to distinguish it from a Caspian Tern. It was always

J N. Hollyg,.

Fig. 1 Royal Tern Sterna maxima, Sandwich Bay, Kent, 28-29th Fuly 1965. Drawings by
J. N. Hollyer copied from his field sketches show, top: head and bill shape; upper centre: shape
on ground and in flight; lower centre: active stance; bottom: scale comparison with Common
Tern S. hirundo on left and Sandwich Tern S. sandvicensis on right. Note that tail of Royal
Tern was made slightly too short in the field sketches and has not been altered in the finished
drawings; its tail was, in fact, approximately equal to the tips of its folded wings (British Birds
61: 560)
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in the company of Common Terns S. hirundo and Sandwich Terns and it flew only
when the flock was disturbed. It was very active on the ground, preening and walking
about and sometimes lifting its wings. It was seen to hold its head up in the wind and
also to strut about with breast thrust forward like a pigeon. It was aggressive towards
the other terns at times, but was not heard to call.

The publication of this record some 3% years after the observation is possible only as
a result of a great deal of involved correspondence and research. All the observers
were aware at the time that several features were not in full agreement with the
descriptions to be found in the European literature. In particular, the bird seemed to
be slightly too small and, more important, it had a completely black forehead whereas
in the Royal Tern this is normally white except at the very beginning of the breeding
season. It was not until November 1967, in fact, that Dr Edwin O. Willis, of the
American Museum of Natural History, put into words what others had been thinking
by suggesting that a Royal Tern ‘that has straggled when heaving reached breeding
plumage, and is thus not able to breed, could perhaps retain its black forehead longer
than a “normal” bird’. J.N.H. had always referred to it as a ‘wandering misfit’ and Sir
Hugh Elliott wrote of it as one which was ‘inhibited from nesting’. Since then it has
been confirmed that some Royal Terns retain their black foreheads well into the
breeding season (see Time-Life book on The Birds: 24-25).

In the course of the correspondence already