
              BIRD  SIGHTING  REPORT

SPECIES          Franklin's Gull (Larus pipixcan)

DATE             November 15, 2015

NUMBER One first winter

LOCATION Lake Champlain off  Long Point,  North Ferrisburgh, Vermont,   roughly 600 meters west-
southwest of  the south end of  North Road, on a small, rock outcrop island approximately 50
meters southeast of  Gardiner Island.  The rock island was perhaps only about 15 meters
across  and rose  less  than a  meter  above the  lake's  surface.   (44.2499°  latitude,  -73.2857°
longitude.)

CONDITIONS       This bird was observed periodically from approximately 12:30 to 2 pm as it bathed, preened,
napped and eventually flew around and departed.  The sky was mostly sunny, the wind very
light  from  the  south,  the  air  temperature  roughly  50  degrees  Fahrenheit  and  the  water
temperature  50  degrees  Fahrenheit.   Atmospheric  distortion  was  minimal.   The  midday
sunlight was coming from the observers' left and slightly backlit the bird.  Observations were
made with Zeiss 8x42 TFL binoculars,  a Nikon 20-45x 60mm spotting scope, and a Celestron
8-inch  Schmidt-Cassegrain  telescope  alternately  fitted  with  a  Celestron  18mm  X-Cel  LX
eyepiece  (effective  113x  magnification)  and  a  T-ring,  T-adapter  and  Canon  400D  digital
camera (effective 64x magnification) mounted on a custom platform, Manfrotto 3066 video
head, and Manfrotto 132XB heavy duty tripod.  Overall viewing conditions were very good.

IDENTIFICATION This bird was first noticed with binoculars as it bathed next to a presumed Ring-billed Gull
(Larus delawarensis).  The smaller size and darker color suggested the spotting scopes should
be deployed.  As noted, the bird was smaller than Ring-billed Gull but appeared larger than a
Bonaparte's Gull (Larus philadelphia); head was proportionately smaller.  Back and scapulars
dark gray,  roughly halfway in tone between Ring-billed Gull  and Great Black-backed Gull
(Larus marinus); wing coverts and secondaries were a mottled dark brown with a conspicuous
trailing white edge to the secondaries; exposed ends of  primaries were black with small white
tips.  Bill was thin, black, and much smaller than a Ring-billed's.  Head was white with black
partial hood encompassing front of  eye, ear patch, and back sides of  cap; black was cleanly
delineated from white along lower back edge; white eye arcs encompassed dark eye.  Nape and
back side of  neck had inconspicuous light gray dusting.  Throat, breast, belly and undertail
were white.  Tail was white with dark terminal band.  Legs black.  See photos.

BEHAVIOR This bird was first seen bathing extensively with a Ring-billed Gull and adjacent to a bare rock
island occupied by 30 to 40 Ring-billed Gulls and 2 Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus).  Once
we had set up our scopes, the bird had joined the gulls on the rock outcrop and proceeded to
preen and nap.  A Ring-billed Gull momentarily intimidated it, but generally it appeared to get
along peacefully as one of  the flock.  The birds eventually took flight together.  This gull
circled around with about ten of  the Ring-billed Gulls.  Its flap was much faster and was
particularly  noticeable  when it  gained  altitude  briefly  and  abruptly,  apparently  chasing  an
insect.  Its particular sub-flock headed southwest over the lakeshore and out of  sight.

  
DISTINCTIONS Distinguished from most gull species by size (smaller than Ring-billed Gull but larger than

Bonaparte's Gull), dark coloration and partial black hood.  Distinguished from Laughing Gull
(Larus atricilla) by slightly smaller size, generally white nape and white breast, thinner bill, and
broader white edge to secondaries. Mottled brown upper wing coverts, gray scapulars, white
nape, and minimal white primary tips distinguish as first winter plumage.
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ROUGH PHOTOS
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NOTES The recent influx of  Franklin's Gulls into northeastern North America was inspirational in
tailoring an expedition to seek out this species.  Birds have been documented in Quebec, New
Brunswick, Maine, Massachusetts, New York, etc.

OBSERVERS Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Steve Antell, Shelburne, VT
Subsequently joined by:
Larry Haugh, Shelburne, VT
Qing Ren, South Burlington, VT
Jim and Deb Mead, Williston, VT

DATE OF REPORT November 15-16, 2015

SIGNATURE
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