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¢ By Steve Mulkeen

Species: Franklin's Gull Larus pipixcan.
Location: Tseng Wen River mouth (from the southern shore).
Date: 13" May 2004.

Observers: Steve Mulkeen (SMM), Tsai Mu Chi (TMC). Shueh Chi Lien (SCL), Chou Dzen Ji (CDJ).

Time: About 12:30.

Distance from bird: Variable (flying), at its closest maybe 25-30 metres.
Optics: 7x40 Zeiss BGATP binoculars, 30x Optolyth TBG80 HDF scope (SMM).
Weather: Clear and sunny with scattered cloud. Good light. Wind not noted.

Previous experience of species: Slight but good. | have seen only one Franklin’s Gull before, also a vagrant (in the UK), a
well-twitched and well-photographed moulting adult in Tees-side on Ist September 1991. This bird had roosted at this site for several

days prior to our “twitching™ it and was around for the whole morning at least, giving very good views.

Account of find:

The spring of 2004 was something of an exceptional period for
sea-watching from Chi Gu. In an effort to find Aleutian Tern
Sterna aleutica on spring migration, on something of a follow-up
study from the previous fall, I spent many hours sea-watching
during April and May from the mouth of the Tseng Wen River on
its southern shore, These hours really paid off with the discovery
of a really rather steady migration of all of the three smaller
species of skua Stercorarius, together with quite a few Aleutian
Terns and the occasional Short-tailed Puffinus tenuirostris and
Wedge-tailed Shearwaters Puffinus pacificus. 1 released news of
these birds both 1o close friends and on the internet and this in
turn attracted a rather small but dedicated band of sea-watchers
to “sweat-it-out” in the hot weather on several occasions at the
Tseng Wen River mouth, most of whom enjoyed some good
fortune and managed to “collect”™ all of the above specialities for
their Taiwan lists.

On 13th May [ arrived at the sea-watching spot rather late in the
morning after having checked some other locations and found
TMC. SCL and CDJ patiently sea-watching. The morning had
been quite slow, with only low numbers of Common Terns
Sterna hirundo longipennis moving north but a single Arctic
Skua Stercorarius parasiticus put in an appearance pestering the
Crested Terns Thalasseus bergii offshore. Other seabirds. mostly
terns, were moving north further out to sea but were really too
distant to call. I felt a little disappointed for the trio of visiting
birders, having made the long journey from Nan Tou, but our
luck was about to change.

At about 1230, I overheard TMC and SCL apparently discussing
a bird that was approaching from the south. When [ heard the
word “gull” mentioned (my Chinese is rather good in these
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situations!) 1, in disbelief (a very late date for a gull!). grabbed
my binoculars and quickly picked up the bird. I was amazed
by what I saw. A smallish-medium-sized “hooded” gull was
approaching, very close inshore, from the south. It had a
complete-fairly complete hood but was completely “wrong
" for the usual small gulls as it had no white leading edge to
the primaries, immediately eliminating both Saunders’s Larus
saundersi and Black-headed Gulls Larus ridibundus. This was
something rather special and possibly a vagrant species. |
thought quickly of adult Little Gull Larus minutus (a bird I have
been looking for for some time in Taiwan but have yet to find),
but this bird was too large. It also had a white underwing, not
black as in adult Little, and showed some black in the primaries,
again “wrong” for adult Little. As it came closer it became clear
that the mantle was really quite a dark grey. unlike other gulls,
and was a darker grey than on Crested Tern. As it came closer
too the wingtip pattern became much clearer. The wing was
indeed very dark and the wing tip black, but, between these two
areas (at the base of the primaries), there was a clear white band
clearly separating the gray of the primary coverts from the black
of the primaries. The penny dropped very quickly indeed....this
could only be a FRANKLIN"S GULL!! And in summer
plumage toa!! SCL remarked that the bill looked rather small
and dark, not red like in Black-headed Gull, TMC remarked that
the mantle was really very dark and that the white trailing edge
to the wing was very broad and very clear. I just began to shake
uncontrolably!! All were in agreement that this “hooded™ gull
was not Black-headed or Saunders’s and, rather fortunately, 1
had seen Franklin’s Gull before and recognized the species quite
quickly.

When “side-on” the bird could be seen to be not especially
large and was a little “dumpy™ (not slender....see below), with



the wing tip a little “rounded-looking™ (not long and pointed....
see below). The hood was almost entirely black but for a more
mottled area at the bill base and the bill was indeed rather dark-
looking. The upperparts could be seen to be clearly rather dark
when the bird was at its closest, with the white trailing edge to
the secondaries being very broad and continuing along the inner
primaries (bending inwards mid-primaries and continuing along
the bases of the outer primaries). The then exposed black areas
at the primary tips were really rather small and I could not see
any spots or mirrors in the primaries, if there were any they were
very small. The tail. underwing and rest of the body were then all
white.

The wing pattern quickly eliminated the superficially similar
Laughing Gull Larus atricilla. another dark-mantled gull which
I have seen before, as did the small dark bill and the structural
differences of both wing and body mentioned above. This wing tip
pattern really only fits Franklin’s amongst the smaller gull species.

The bird continued to fly north across the Tseng Wen River to the
north side of the river by which time I had it in my ‘scope. As
the bird was flying away, I had the strangest feeling that it rather
resembled a Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla, being somewhat dark
and the wing tips looking like they had been “dipped in ink™. the
black being visible on both upper and underwing. The bird circled
an area of wetland to the north of the river a few times before
landing. As it was circling the wingtip pattern was again clear and
I thought it rather resembled the Great Black-headed Gull Larus
ichthyaetus I'd been watching throughout the winter at Ba Zhang
Hsi. albeit in miniature and much darker.

The bird landed out of sight in the north of the estuary which
meant decision time! Sadly. perhaps. I made the wrong one as
I elected to give chase. When we arrived at the spot where the
bird had landed it could not be relocated and was not seen again.
Maybe we would have been better staying put and waiting for it to
take off again!

Detailed description:

Smallish to medium-sized gull, appearing in size somewhere
between Saunders’s and Black-headed Gulls. Bill colour said by
SCL and TMC to be dark-looking, as if concolorous with head
(so not very reddish). Hood full and black and virtually complete,
some whitish remaining at bill base. White eye-lids. Mantle and
upperwing dark lead grey, darker than on adult Crested Tern, with
prominent, broad white trailing edge to wing. Bases of primaries
also white, forming complete band with secondaries. Black
wing tip rather small and restricted to outer primaries and visible
both on upper and underwing. Mirrors and/or whitish spots on
primaries reduced or absent, wing tip appearing almost solidly
dark (with black restricted to very tips of primaries). Underwing
whitish. Rest of body white. Leg colour not seen.

These plumage details (wing tip, dark bill) would point to the
bird being a second year, presumably a second summer and a
bird which was not “fully™ adult. Fortunately the bird was first
picked-up™ whilst some distance in our south which allowed for

a pretty full discussion of it to be had as it passed in front of us
(almost overhead). In total it was in view for perhaps only three
or four minutes, not especially long, but quite long enough to
identify it. I personally have no doubt that this was a Franklin®
s Gull, having seen one before and being familiar with that wing
pattern, it really is quite a distinctive species in adult or near-adult
plumages. TMC. SCL and CDJ also concur with the identification
as Franklin’s Gull. but in view of their lack of experience with this
particular species (though they are very familiar with other gulls)
have not submitted the record before.

Experience of similar species :

(SMM) “Hooded™ gulls: Bonaparte's L. philadelphia (Canada),
Black-headed (Europe/Asia), Little (Europe/Canada). Saunders
's (Taiwan). Sabine’s X. sabini (UK). Mediterranean L.
melanocephalus (UK/Europe). Critically Laughing Gull, which
I have seen once in the UK (first winter), once in Canada (adult
summer), and very many on the Gulf Coast of Texas (breeding). |
have no expeience of either Brown-headed L. brunnicephalus or
Relict Gull L. relictus, but these can both be ruled out wing details
and very dark saddle.

Note: I have submitted this record under the proviso that “it’
s better late than never™. I was reluctant to submit it formally
for some time due to the absence of photographic evidence to
substantiate the claim. However, this individual was seen by
more observers than just myself, all of them experienced and
competent, and enough features were seen on the bird to identify
it as a Franklin’s Gull. I therefore feel the record is good enough
for submission and should be considered on its own merits.
despite the absence of a photograph.
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