Thaver’s Gull at Thompson’s Point, Chittenden County, Vermont

December 15, 2012 by Hank Kaestner

SPECIES: A single, adult Thayer’s gull was observed three times on Thompson’s Point, Charlotte,
Vermont, then finally photographed, during Saturday, December 15, on the Ferrisburg Christmas count.

OBSERVER(S) Each of the three observations were by Hank Kaestner, 96 Aspen Circle, Shelburne,
Vermont, 05482, phone 802-497-1490, email HankK Consulting@aol.com. The first observation was
witnessed by Larry Haugh, 974 Beaver Creek Road, Shelburne, Vermont, 05482.

OBSERVATIONS: The first observation was made from the old “Ti” (as in Ticonderoga) dock at the tip
of Thompson’s point. This observation was at approximately 7:30 a.m. Conditions were excellent for
mid-winter: air temperature in the lower 20s: water temperature in the low 40s; no ice on the water; blue
sky, sun light was behind us during the observation. We noted two adult “herring gulls” sitting on the
water about 50 yards in front of us. As they took flight, they banked right over us at about 50 feet
overhead, then they headed out and around the point to the north, and out of sight. I immediately noticed
the very pale under primaries and based on my experience (see below) called out “Thayer’s” based on
that single field mark. Larry noted that field mark.

About one hour later, from a vantage point about ' mile east of the first sighting, from the tip of Cartmill
point at the west end of the south shore (Flat Rock) of Thompson’s Point , I was scoping for ducks out in
the bay, and noticed an adult great black-backed gull on the water about 150 feet away and with the
morning sun behind me, sitting next to an adult “herring” gull. By “herring gull” I mean a mid sized, gray
backed, white headed gull. This bird immediately showed a dark eye, and a more delicate bill than is
found on the true herring gull. The bill showed a slight greenish tint to the distal half, and a small red dot
on the bottom of the end. There was no dark marking on the bill, as would be expected with a herring gull
in winter plumage. The mantle color was a medium dark gray. Wow, more good field marks for Thayer’s,
with the dark eye, and smaller, greenish colored bill. After this second observation, I felt even better
about “Thayer’s gull” as now I had seen the pale underwing, the dark eye, and the smaller greenish bill
that are characteristic of Thayer’s gull.

Later in the day, at about 3:30 p.m. I returned to Thompson’s Point to a spot off of Lane’s Lane from
which one can look south out over the remnants of the Point Bay Marina docks (this spot is less than Y2
mile east of the Cartmill Point spot, and 1 % miles east of the Ti dock spot). Earlier in the day (noonish)
our count group (Ted Murin, Larry, Craig Provost, and I ) had found an immature Iceland gull from this
spot. This time I was alone, and I had picked up a loaf of bread at the nearby store. Seeing a number of
gulls in the distance (about 200 yards off shore to the south) I began to throw slices of bread into the air,
hoping that some gulls would see them, and come closer. I was correct. Within a minute or two, a
swirling flock of almost 75 gulls was overhead, including 5 great black-backs, 15 herring gulls, and the
remainder ring-billed gulls. Then with my bare eyes, I picked up the “herring gull” with the pale gray
under wing tips. With camera ready, I snapped a few photos, hoping that the Thayer’s gull would show up
nicely on the photo. IT DID!



WEATHER: As previously mentioned, it was a perfect winter day for observing birds. By 3:30, it was
still sunny, and temps had moved into to the lower 30s. There was little if any wind. The setting sun (it
was now just over an hour to sunset) was to the southwest, and the flock of gulls to the south, and

overhead.

OPTICAL EQUIPMENT: I birdwatch with Zeiss, Victory FL 10X binocs, and scope with a Leica
APO-Televid 77, at 40X. My camera is a Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ28.

OBSERVER’s PREVIOUS ACQUAITANCE WITH SPECIES: My first observation of Thayer’s gull
was in the late 1960s in the Niagara gorge, north of Buffalo. New York. At that time the AOU still
considered it a subspecies of herring gull, but in 1961 Macpherson studied the two forms in their arctic
breeding range, and determined that Thayer’s and herring gulls were breeding sympatrically , and thus
were separate species. Then I remember reading Neal Smith’s research in the late 1960s that indicated
that Thayer’s was reproductively isolated from Iceland gull. Later it was found that this research was
flawed, but it was used by the AOU in 1973 to split out Thayer;s from both herring and Iceland gulls into
its own species. Mr Anderle collected several specimens of Thayer’s gull in the Buffalo gorge in the late
1960s and it was this population that was showed to me by Anderle and others about 1967. The key field
mark, at a distance, is the herring gull upper wing pattern, but a very pale under wing primary pattern.
(For more details on the taxonomy of the Thayer’s gull, read “Taxonomic History of Thayer’s gull” by
Ron Pittaway that was published in Ontario Birds 17(1): 1-13, April 1999. This article can be found on
the internet).

Later I introduced this field mark to birders in Maryland where I lived, and we began to record Thayer’s
gulls in that state as well, during the 1970s and 1980s. Later, I saw many in Monterey Bay, California
and elsewhere on the west coast where it is more common in the winter.

OTHER DOCUMENTATION: A nice photograph of the bird was obtained, and is included with this
record.

HABITAT/ BEHAVIOR: The bird was observed in the bay along the south shore of Thompson’s Point.
It was seen flying overhead; sitting on the water; and finally photographed while flying past at eye level.

DESCRIPTION: The bird was roughly the size of a herring gull. The shape was like a herring gull with
the exception of a slighter bill.

Details: The bill was smaller than a herring gull’s bill. The color of the base was very greenish, a color
not normally seen on herring gull; the tip was yellow, with a small red dot on the lower mandible.

The eye was dark. On adult herring gull it would be, of course, yellow. A dark eye is a key I.D. mark of
adult Thayer’s gull..

The size of the head seems “petite” and goes along with the smaller bill.

The legs were dark red; in herring they would be pinkish. Sitting adult Thayer’s gulls at a distance can be
identified with the help of this key field mark.

The mantle color was dark gray, at least as dark as herring. Underparts and tail, white.



The under wing primaries are pale gray (not black as in herring gull) with large mirrors on primaries 10
(the outer one) and 9; primaries 8,7 and 6 have white tips; and primary 5 shows a characteristic dark spot.
This pale color of the under wing primaries rules out herring gull . This is a key field mark for Thayer’s

gull.

The upper wing looks more like a herring gull, with black markings on primaries 10, 9,8,7 6 and a spot
only on #5. The white tongues on the inner webs of primaries 9,8 and seven give the look of black
“fingers” extending out to the tip of the wing. These same “fingers” can be seen in gray on the under

wing.

Olsen and Larsson’s “Gulls of North America, Europe, and Asia” contains detailed write up of the upper
primary patterns, and I quote them (in part) here: “P10 with white tip; P9 white mirror merging into white
inner web; P8 black on inner and outer web; P7 with black subterminal spot on outer web;P6 black
subterminal spot near tip; and P5 gray with varying black subterminal spot. All of this detail can be seen
in the photo. The small black dot on P5 is a key field mark for Thayer’s as herring has a “w” shaped spot,
if any.

SIMILAR SPECIES: | have mentioned how to tell from similar species as I ‘ve indicated the field
marks above. In general, herring is eliminated by the bill size and color; dark eye, dark red legs, and pale
under wing primaries. Iceland can be eliminated by black upper wing primaries. On the West Coast there
are certain gull hybrids that can complicate the situation (glaucous-winged/herring being the major
culprit) but on the East Coast this should not be a problem.

COMMENTS: Based on the Ontario Birds article referenced above, it seems clear that eventually the
Thayer’s gull will be lumped into the Iceland gull. The British Ornithologist Union has already done this.

This report was done primarily with the help of the photo, plus memory. The Olsen and Larsson book was
an invaluable reference.

Submitted by : Hank Kaestner 96 Aspen Circle Shelburne, VT 05482 , on December 25, 2012 .

(signed ML Date: ///é //3
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