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Common Black-headed Gull in Erie County 

On December 23, 1988 while observing several thousand Bona­
parte's Gulls (Larus philadelphia) feeding in the west slip of 
the public dock at the foot of State Street in Erie, Ed Kwater 
and I spotted a first winter Common Black-headed Gull (Larus 
ridibundus). Ed Kwater was the first to find and identify the 
bird and I was able to find it seconds later. The following is 
a description from my observation of the bird. 

The bird was discovered at approximately 1:30 PM. Viewing 
conditions were good under clear skies. Winds were southwesterly 
to 32 MPH with the temp. about 55QF which was balmy enough to 
have steady hands while. viewing the bird. Observation time was 
about 10 minutes or less. Our distance from the bird was approx. 
100 feet. When I first had the bird in view it was flying direct­
ly away from me and below eye level, so the upper parts could be 
seen •. One of the first characteristics of the bird that helped 
establish its identity was the size. It looked like a very large 
Bonaparte's Gull. The upper parts were similar to a first winter 
Bonaparte's, but the dark lesser coverts that form the bar across 
the forewing was very wide and dark brown, unlike the· narrow black 
bar of the Bonaparte's. The black trailing edge of the primaries 
and secondaries was at least twice as wide as the first winter 
Bonaparte's thickening at the outermost secondaries and innermost 
primaries. The outer primaries showed more black on outer shafts 
and tips than Bonaparte's. The black-tipped retrices that formed 
the tail band may have been slightly thicker than the Bonaparte's, 
but was not used as a separable character. The Black-headed Gull 
disappeared behind a pier only to reappear moments later in the 
same spot of its initial sighting. At this moment a side view of 
its head could be seen revealing the larger two-toned bill. The 
basal half was pale fading to black on the outer half of the man­
dibles. We experienced difficulties in keeping the bird in view 
as it continually disappeared behind the pier and dodged in and 
out among the thousands of Bonaparte's Gulls giving us only brief, 
but identifiable views of itself. Unfortunately, the Black-headed 
Gull did not reappear from behind the pier after the third or fourth 
feeding pass. Intensive searching for the bird in the remaining 
J½. to 4 hours of afternoon light, failed to relocate it. 

Jerry Mcwilliams 
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