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The Brown-headed Gull at Xin Wun

Species: Brown-headed Gull Chroicocephalus

brunnicephalus.

Location: “Xin Wun™ (initially viewed from Xin Cen
Elementary School).

Date: 31st December 2006 (and other dates)
Observers: Steve Mulkeen (SMM), Tsai Zhi Yuan
(TZY) et al.

Time: About 10:40-11:10.

Distance from bird: Approximately 50 metres.
Optics: 10x40 Leica Ultravid binoculars, 30x
Optolyth TBG80 HDF scope (SMM).

Weather: Clear and sunny with scattered cloud. Good
light. Wind not noted (Windy).

Previous experience of species: None.

Previous experience of similar species: Good-
extensive. Most similar Black-headed Gull
Chroicocephalus ridibundus encountered regularly
at very many locations in “Old World”. Other
small-medium-sized gulls are: Saunders’s Gull
Saundersilarus saundersi (Taiwan); Common Gull
Larus canus canus & heinei (UK, Europe, Taiwan);
“Kamtchatka Gull” Larus (canus) kamtschatschensis
(Taiwan); Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis
(North America); Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus
melanocephalus (UK; Europe): Slender-billed Gull
Chroicocephalus genei (Mediterranean. Israel);
Bonaparte’s Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia
(Canada); Laughing Gull Leucophaeus atricilla
(UK, North America): Franklin's Gull Leucophaeus
pipixcan (UK, Taiwan); Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini
(UK): Ross’s Gull Hydrocoloeus rosea (UK); Little
Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus (UK, Europe, North
America, Taiwan); Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa
tridactyla (UK, Taiwan).

Account of find:
There is usually some kind of Christmas present

waiting for me locally over the festive season. It
had been a giant Dalmatian Pelican in Sz Tsau on
Christmas Day in 2003 and a male Baikal Teal at Au
Gu, again on Christmas Day, in 2004. 1 felt a little
disappointed that I had found nothing on Christmas
Day this year, but it turned out that I only had to wait
the six days until New Year's Eve to unwrap my
Christmas “goodie” this time around.

I could only conclude at the end of the events of this
day that that the same hand of God had been at work
as in previous years (again, thanks!). It had all begun
in Au Gu when I received a text message from TZY
telling me that he had found a Long-billed Dowitcher
at Xin Wun. Though this species is not especially rare
in Taiwan, it was a bird that I had not yet been able
to add to my year list so I decided that I really had to
twitch it (I couldn’t really leave it until the following
day!). I arrived to find TZY already watching the bird
and put up my ‘scope to take a look at it for myself, I
felt very relieved when I saw it as I had been unsure
whether or not I should head up into the central
mountains this morning in search of Taiwan Island
Thrush (in the end, it had been the toss of a coin that
had decided my agenda for the day!), thinking that
I would be unable to add anything to my year list
along the coast. I had been spectacularly wrong in that
assumption and, even though Long-billed Dowitcher
was a bird I really should have added in the spring,
I was delighted to get my final (or so I thought)
“tick™ of the year on New Year’s Eve, regardless of
what species it happened to be. It would not be the
last one, though, as it was shortly after thinking this
very thought that the “Christmas miracles” began to
happen.

We had been watching the dowitcher for about ten
minutes or so when an unfamiliar-looking first-winter
gull flew over the road not far away from where we
were standing. It looked like a medium-smallish-

pERD |

2

| NO.22088



00

faher rended wing

"
— diagnedic ouler wing wkn y"*"“'f['“’
Jd A
primaries, whie primany coverts and bases
1o ouker primaries andd Qrey inner prmosics
U

i

J

e

~

sized gull but had a “big gull” distribution of colours
on the upperparts (clean blue-grey mantle/juvenile
wings) and, as such, we thought that it was probably a
Common Gull. It appeared to land in amongst a flock
of Black-headed Gulls not too far away and TZY said
that he knew a way to get to that area to a spot where
the gull flock could be viewed at much closer range. I
had added Kamtchatka Gull to my year list in Au Gu
in January, but this bird had completed the moult of
its mantle and I thought was more likely a race heinei
Common Gull. Either way, it would certainly be
worthy of further investigation.

We arrived at the area from which we would view the
gull flock and began looking for the Common Gull
in amongst the many (five or six hundred) Black-
headed Gulls. It was then that the third miracle of
Christmas was to happen. As I was looking through
the Black-headed Gulls I saw a wing open and close
and felt sure that I had seen a large amount of black
on the wing tip, far too much for Black-headed Gull.
I instinctively froze. The gull preening in front of
me looked superficially like an adult winter Black-
headed Gull (it did not stand out as being something
“out of the ordinary™), albeit a fraction larger and
perhaps subtly darker. As there are always some slight
differences in the tone of the mantle and “apparent”

de. inis. (Al fo see)
o PR

structure between individual gulls within gull flocks
I thought nothing of this, but that wing pattern had
appeared weird for Black-headed Gull if nothing else.
This bird required a full “grilling” and I dared not
move my scope in case I lost it in the gull flock and
would not be able to find it again.

The bird opened its wing again, and I could see that
the outermost primary was entirely black, with white
only on the primary coverts (wrong for adult Black-
headed Gull where the bulk of the outer primary is
entirely white). There was a very large amount of
black on the wing tip (rather like, but more extensive
than, on Common Gull) with two clear mirrors on P9
and P10. The black was glossy-looking rather than
matt, so the feathers were adult, and there was an
extensive triangular-shaped area of white on the outer
primary coverts and bases of the outer primaries.
Together this formed a wing-tip pattern not unlike that
of adult Great Black-headed Gull (one of these was
wintering locally, too) and I seemed to remember that
this ought to be the correct wing pattern for Brown-
headed Gull. I started to get very excited.

I helped TZY to locate the gull and we watched it
together, again waiting for it to spread its wings.
Whilst it was standing, we agreed that the bird was
certainly larger and structurally bulkier than the
accompanying Black-headed Gulls and had a much
thicker, droopier and slightly brighter bill. The head
and neck also appeared somewhat bigger and thicker
and longer respectively and the bird had a little more
black about the face (rather than just a black ear covert
“spot”). Careful examination of its plumage showed
the bird to be fully adult. There were no traces of
blackish or brownish marks on the tertials and the tail
was wholly white. T also thought that the tertials were
slightly darker than on Black-headed Gull and they
appeared to lack a white tip. When the bird spread its
wings again we could clearly see the diagnostic wing
pattern of Brown-headed Gull. We were also able
to note that there were no black or brownish marks
anywhere on the inner wing or on the trailing edge,

the one and only solidly black area being on the outer
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primaries. The pattern of the outer wing was simply

striking, with large and contrasting white, black and
grey triangles in some ways reminiscent of Sabine’s
Gull (albeit with the colours in different places). The
minute that the wing was closed, however, it became
a very difficult bird to find (though would prove to be
quite easy to pick out on structural differences alone
on subsequent visits to Xin Wun). Due to the distance
we could not determine whether the iris was pale or
not (though it was seen to be pale on subsequent visits
when the bird was closer), though could be left in no
doubt as to the bird’s identity.

We watched the bird preen and stretch its wings for
about twenty minutes or so up until the moment that
something “spooked” the gulls and the entire flock
(together with another five or six hundred Black-
headed Gulls from a neighbouring fish pond) took off
and flapped around before alighting again in front of
us. Despite looking, we could not relocate the Brown-
headed Gull in the flock that had landed, but spread
the news of its presence anyway. As I was about to
leave to return to Au Gu, other birders began arriving
(including Huang Wen Yin who photographed it) to
see the Brown-headed Gull. I would discover later in
the afternoon when I again met up with TZY at Au Gu
that he had relocated the bird shortly after [ had left
and that the visiting group of five or so further people
had also been fortunate enough to see it.

We had also managed to find the first-winter Common
Gull which had seemed to be a good fit with heinei.
It had dull greenish-greyish legs and bill base (both
lacking pink), fully moulted mantle (with no trace
of juvenile feathers), juvenile greater coverts, rather
weakly-marked flanks and belly (with relatively few
brownish scallop-shaped marks) and was not much
larger than Black-headed Gull (unlike the Black-tailed
Gull-sized Kamtchatka Gull at Au Gu in January).
Another excellent bird present at the same site (and in
the same small gull flock!).

TZY was able to find the Brown-headed Gull again

on the following day, and I had excellent views of it
down to thirty metres on the early mornings of both
4th and 5th January. We were both able to see it again
at very close range (perhaps twenty metres) on fish
ponds to the east of Xin Wun on 7th January (at which
time it was photographed by Lin Ben Chu). At the
time of writing, it is still present in the Xin Wun area
and seems like it might be over-wintering there. On
the experiences of this year (with a Little Gull found
there in January), Xin Wun certainly seems to be
the place to look for unusual gulls in Taiwan and the
wintering gull flock there is certainly worthy of more
attention than it currently gets!

At least two visiting photographers were lucky
enough to get record shots of the bird and have been
kind enough to allow me to reproduce them here.
Both images are cropped and are slightly enlarged.

-

Photo 1:Adult winter Brown-headed Gull Xin Wun Jan 2007.
Note white "mirrors” on primaries and lack of white
“tongues” down the shatts of the outer primaries.
(Photo: Lin Ben Chu)

Photo 2:Adult winter Brown-headed Gull Xin Wun Dec
2006. Note wing pattern with large white flash on
primary coverts and bases, solid black wingtip
(except "mirrors*) and absence of white “tongues”
on outer primaries. (Photo: Huang Wen Yin)
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