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On November 11, 1993 at 08:20, I discovered a dark-mantled gull at the mouth of Coldstream Creek on 

Kalamalka Lake, jiist south of Vernon. A small flock of Herring Gulls~ argentatus) and California Gulls~ 

californicus) had been scavenging kokanee (Oncorhynchus nerka) carcasses here throughout the autumn. I saw 

enough field marks to strongly suspect that the bird was an adult Slaty-backed Gull ~ schistisagus). I then left 

and returned with Mary Collins. Together, we were unable to confirm the identification, because the bird flew across 

Kalamalka Lake and was lost from view. 
On November 13, Phil Gehlen, Gary Davidson and I relocated the gull at the Vern on landfill, where it 

associated for the next two days with Herring and California Gulls and fed on garbage, giving close views to us and 

to several other Vernon and Kelowna birders. Unfortunately, the owner-operator of the landfill would not allow 

photography. I took detailed notes, eventually observing all field marks except the colour of the bird's orbital ring. 

These notes formed the basis for a rare bird report which has been formally accepted by the B.C. Field Ornithologists' 

Records Committee (Gary Davidson, chairman, pers. comm.). These sightings constitute the ftrst record of the Slaty

backed Gull for the Okanagan Valley, but not the fust record for the interior of B.C. 

On Sunday, October 17, 1993 Patrick Sullivan of Tacoma. Washington spotted a Slaty-backed Gull on a gravel 

bar in the Columbia River at Revelstoke. He relocated the bird the next day, and phoned several other birders. 

Unfortunately, only one or two people were free to travel to Revelstoke at the beginning of the week. Orville Gordon 

of Revelstoke photographed the bird on October 20, and Orville Gordon and Doug Powell saw it on October 21. 

Thereafter it could not be relocated. On October 23, Gary Davidson and I searched for the gull unsuccessfully. Doug 

Powell gave each of us a print of one of Orville's photographs, which in my opinion showed most of the field marks 

necessary to confirm the bird as Larus schistisagus (Figure 1). The photo also showed an odd trace of black on the 

bird's lower mandible, posterior to the red spot. When the Slaty-backed Gull appeared at Vernon, it also showed a 

trace of black in the same position, which convinced me that the Revelstoke bird and the Vern on bird were the same 

individual. 
The Slaty-backed Gull has shown a dramatic change in status in North America since the 1980s. Formerly 

reported only as a casual vagrant to Alaska. the Slaty-backed Gull was fust recorded in B.C. at Clover Point, Victoria 

on March 1, 1974 (Campbell et al. 1990) and at Beaver Cove, Port Hardy, on November 11-12, 1986 (Campbell et 

al. 1990). A Slaty-backed at St. Louis, Missouri from December 20, 1983 to January 29, 1984 was the fust record 

outside of Alaska and B.C., and marked the beginning of a small flood of sightings in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

(see Cormier and Savard 1994). This increase is partially due to the appearance of new identification information, 

principally Goetz et al. (1986) and Scott (1987). Nowhere has the increase in Slaty-backed Gull sightings been more 

evident than in B.C. The province's third Slaty-backed Gull appeared at Delta from November 18, 1989 to February 

6, 1990 (Siddle 1990) and the fourth, perhaps the same bird, was at Delta off and on from October 27, 1990 to 

February 2, 1991 (Siddle 1991). Up to three Slaty-backed Gulls were thought to have wintered in the Vancouver area 

in 1993-1994, but only one bird's documentation reached the BCFO Records Committee. This record was of an adult 

at Delta on December 27, 1993 (Siddle 1994). Obviously, Larus schistisagus is a bird to watch for anywhere in B.C. 

As Gustafson and Peterjohn (1994) point out, the long-distance vagrancy potential of this species seems much greater 

than once thought, and its status in Canada and the lower 48 States remains to be worked out. Identification is very 

tricky and, because of the possibility of confusion with gull hybrids, is best based upon a number of field marks, 

instead of just one or two. 
The following description of the Vernon Slaty-backed Gull has been abridged from my rare bird report to the 

BCFO Records Committee: 
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"This is a Herring Gull-sized h s ,  the same size as most Herring Gulls, though occasionally the bird gets next to a 
Hemng Gull that is slightly larger than i t  It has a white head, body and tail. Its head is lightly flecked and smudged 
with dusky, especially on the nape where the smudges are longest. There are dark smudges above, below and 
"through" the eye, causing the lemon yellow eye to contrast starkly. The eye smudges are twice as dark as the rest of 
the head smudges. The pastocular line of smudge curves upwards on the left side of the face but is horizontal on the 
right side. The eye ring is not visible. The interior of the mouth is pink. The bid is a little shorter than Herring Gull's 
bill. There is little gonys projection and no restriction or narrowing at the base of the bill. On the left side of the bill 
there is a small black spot contiguous and pastetior to the red gonys spot. On the right side traces of both the black 
and red gonys spot are reduced and very hard to see. The tip of the bill is yellow. The rest of the bill is a dull light 
gray. The legs and feet are deep pii. 

The mantle is a dark grayish black or blackish gray, the darkness varying with light intensity. However at 
the dump, the bird is easy to pick out from a resting flock of 500 California Gulls by its mantle colour. Visible on 
Nov. 13 (especially) were the long rectangular white 'tongue-tips' on the undersurfaces of the primar~es. The white 
tongue-tips on the bases of the primaries on the upper surface of the wings are very hard to see. I did not see them 
until the last day of observation, Nov. 14. The trailing edge of the secondaries on the upperwing surfaces is white, 
forming a broad white trailing band." 

Of interest was the birds size, shape, and wing length. The older literature (e.g. Harrison 1985) led me to expect a 
much larger bird. The Vernon bird was shorter in stature than some of the largest Herring Gulls. Perhaps further 
research will reveal to what extent individual Slaty-backed Gulls can vary in size. 

Although not very big, the Vernon Slaty-backed Gull had a heavier neck than the Herring Gulls around it. This, 
plus the staring yellow eye, gave the bud a predatory appearance, especially in flight. When the bird was perched, its 
wing tips were very short relative to the body, f i g  short of the tail tip by about 0.5 cm, in amtrast to Herring 
Gulls, whose wing tips equalled or exceeded the tail tips, and California Gulls, which showed wing tips that extended 
past the tail tips by 2-3 an. In flight, the Slaty-hacked Gull's wings appeared both shorter and wider than those of the 
other two species. 

Gustafson and Peterjohn (1994) suggest that the white tongues identified by Goetz et al. (1986) as diagnostic of 
L a m  schistisagus are in fact very hard to see, particularly on the upperwing surface. Gust& and Petejohn ( 1994) 
suggest that a number of field marks, includmg the pale underwing, need to be seen before a positive identification 
can be made. Given the embryonic state of knowledge about the field identification of Slaty-backed Gulls, British 
Columbia observers are urged to watch for this species and to share their observations concerning the species' 
plumage, etc., with other field ornithologists. 
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Slaty-Backed Gull: photo by U .  Gordon 




