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ABSTRACT The North American subspecies of the Herring Gull 
Larus argentatus smithsonianus has been recorded in Europe on a 
number of occasions in recent years. Immatures are 
distinguishable from those of European races (nominate 
argentatus and argenteus), in particular having a different pattern 
to both the tail and the rump. 

The Herring Gull Larus argentatus breeds in North America and in Western 
Europe. It is more or less replaced in southern Europe and eastwards into 
southern Asia by the Yellow-legged Gull L. cachinnans, now widely recognised as 
a full species (e.g. Sibley & Monroe 1990; Brit. Birds 86: 1-2). In north and 
northeast Asia, however, the situation is much more complex, and Siberian Arctic 
populations of 'Herring Gull' are probably best regarded as forming one (or a 
complex of) polytypic species. 

Subspecies of Herring Gull 

There are at least three races of Herring Gull. Nominate argentatus breeds in 
northern Europe; argenteus in Iceland, Britain & Ireland and northwestern France; 
and smithsonianus in many parts of North America. The North American 
smithsonianus was not considered a valid race by Voous (1959), but is now 
generally regarded as a good subspecies (e.g. Threlfall & Jewer 1978; Cramp & 
Simmons 1983; Grant 1986). A multivariate analysis by Threlfall & Jewer (1978) 
revealed no difference in size between Newfoundland smithsonianus and 
Norwegian argentatus, but both were larger than argenteus. 
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Identification of immature Herring Gulls has been discussed by, among others, 
Grant (1986), Golley (1993) and Nikander (1996). Differences between 
argenteus and nominate argentatus are subtle, and Chylarecki (1993) considered, 
probably correctly, that Golley (1993) had oversimplified the problem. Variation 
in European Herring Gulls is considerable and clinal; intergradation occurs at 
least in the Netherlands, where breeding individuals are neither pure argenteus nor 
pure argentatus (Cramp & Simmons 1983; Eigenhuis 1993). 

Very little had been published in Europe on the identification of smithsonianus 
until Mullarney (1990). The present paper deals with the identification of this 
race, mainly in immature plumages, comparing it with other races in the northeast 
Atlantic (i.e. excluding the form L. (argentatus) vegae of eastern Siberia, which 
may occur within the range of smithsonianus in North America), based mainly on 
field observations on both sides of North America. 

Structure and general appearance 

The race smithsonianus is generally large, and close in size to nominate argentatus, 
some (probably males) being almost as big as Great Black-backed Gull L. 
marinus. Others, however, are as small as argenteus, so size cannot be regarded as 
a reliable pointer for racial identification. Many show a silhouette recalling 
Glaucous Gull L. hyperboreus, with a large and long bill, a full-chested appearance 
and, usually, a sloping forehead. 

Immature North American Herring Gulls are probably even more variable in 
plumage than the two European races. Nevertheless, juvenile/first-winter 
smithsonianus appears darker on average than most nominate argentatus and 
argenteus of the same age. Many are dark grey-brown, and some are quite 
uniformly dark brown, recalling juvenile/first-winter Heermann's Gull L. 
heermanni; there is virtually no white on the tail. The darkest individuals, 
especially those with a dark head, are probably still in juvenile plumage and are 
unlikely to be seen in Europe. 

Most of the structural characters cannot on their own be used to separate 
smithsonianus from immatures of European races. A combination of the most 
discriminant characters is necessary to identify this race with confidence, while 
also avoiding some pitfalls involving other gull species. 

Moult 

First-winter plumage is acquired by a partial moult restricted mainly to the body 
and head, neck, scapulars, breast and flanks, the rest of the plumage becoming 
worn and faded; wings and tail are retained (Dwight 1925). This slow 
post-juvenile moult is often slightly later (October-November) than that of 
European Herring Gulls (from August, but variable). Some smithsonianus have a 
post-juvenile moult overlapping with the moult to first-summer plumage 
(March-May), the latter producing a new generation of brown feathers on the 
back, on the head and around the neck. 

Second-winter plumage is acquired by a complete moult in the second 
calendar-year, generally from August to October. Some may retain many brown 
feathers, especially on the mantle (see below). 
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-^ 66. First-winter 
Herring Gull Lams 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus, Chicoutimi, 
Quebec, November 1993 
(Claudette Cormier). Rather 
pale individual, difficult to 
distinguish at rest from 
European races L. a. 
argentatus and L. a. 
argenteus. 

•^ 67. First-winter 
Herring Gull Lams 
argentatus of race argenteus, 
Pas-de-Calais, France, 
October 1995 {Philippe J. 
Dubois). Note chequered 
upperparts (and particu
larly the upperwing-
coverts, which are well 
faded). 

•^ 68. First-summer 
Herring Gull Lams 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus, Chicoutimi, 
Quebec, June 1994 
{Claudette Cormier"). Both 
the underparts and the 
mantle are still well marked 
with brown; undertail-
coverts are strongly barred. 
Note bill pattern with 
clear-cut tip. 

•^ 69. Second-winter 
Herring Gull Lams 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus, Chicoutimi, 
Quebec, November 1993 
{Claudette Cormier). Note 
variegated appearance, 
mantle with many first-year 
feathers, dark wing 
especially with blackish-
brown greater coverts, and 
bill with clear-cut black tip. 
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First-winter/first-summer 

Tail and rump 

Probably the best feature to consider when identifying first-winter smiihsonianus 
is the tail. This appears all-dark, only the outermost feathers showing fine white 
notches at very close range (and brownish ones at the base of the outer tail 
feathers, visible usually only in the hand). The rump is browner, with many 
narrow dark bars, and is less contrasting than on European races (which have a 
mainly whitish rump); as suggested by Mullarney (1990), the barring of the rump 
recalls juvenile Pomarine Skua Stercorarius pomarinus, or even a light or 
intermediate juvenile Long-tailed Skua 5. longicaudus. On some dark individuals, 
the rump appears wholly brownish-black, contrasting little with the tail. As with 
other features, the barring depends on the state of moult. 

Upperparts and upperwing 

These features are very variable. The mantle is generally more uniform than the 
chequered mantle of European races. The upperwing-coverts (especially the outer 
greater coverts) are plainer and browner, but a greyish cast is sometimes obvious, 
especially in winter. Effects of wear seem to be more pronounced on European 
birds; Nearctic individuals tend to retain the brownish centres of the lesser and 
median coverts, creating a more uniform pattern, especially on the carpal area 
(but also on the greater coverts). The tertials are darker than on European races, 
and plainer brown, but, even on the darkest individuals, have typical pale notches 
that are generally as well marked as on European birds (see Dubois & Yesou 
1984). 

The scapulars are darker and more grey-brown, and sharply scalloped, but 
often with a finer white edge than on European races. As stated by Mullarney 
(1990), some first-winters show two generations of scapulars, the rear ones plain 
brown with diffuse pale fringes (retained juvenile feathers) and the fore scapulars 
more patterned (first-winter feathers): quite different from European 
first-winters, which have scapulars more or less fully barred. This feature is 
probably a good clue to a North American Herring Gull in mid-winter, as many 
first-winter smithsonianus show such a pattern, although, from the end of January 
onwards, they tend to show a more typical European Herring Gull pattern (pers. 
obs.). 

Underparts 

The underparts are generally much more uniform than on European Herring 
Gulls, which are more coarsely streaked, especially on the belly and flanks. The 
colour is browner or more grey-brown, and some, especially from August to mid 
December, may show quite chocolate-brown underparts. This brownish 
coloration tends to be retained for longer (up to second year) than on European 
birds. 

The undertail-coverts are closely barred, unlike most first-winter nominate 
argentatus and argenteus, which have often sparse, coarser barring on the 
undertail-coverts. 
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The underwing-coverts are more uniform, and sooty-brown. At long range, the 
underwing appears dark brownish, which seems to be typical of immature 
smithsonianus. 

Head 

Many first-winter smithsonianus show a clear demarcation between the light head 
and the darker, uniform upper breast, this being particularly obvious on those 
with strongly uniform underparts. This feature recalls first-winter Yellow-legged 
Gull, but that species has the lower neck and breast whitish with brown streaks, 
whereas these areas are often uniformly brownish on smithsonianus. 

Bare parts 

There is no apparent difference between North American and European 
immatures in leg colour. The bill of smithsonianus sometimes looks larger, but 
there is considerable variation among European individuals, so this feature is of 
no use in the field. 

Second-winter/second-summer 

North American Herring Gulls are still very variable, but some are quite similar 
to European individuals. 

Tail and rump 

The main difference from European Herring Gulls is the tail, which is still almost 
wholly dark; it is more or less tipped white, this sometimes forming a small whitish 
band. Depending on the stage of moult, the outer tail feathers look generally 
darkish at long range, but close views often reveal a whitish outer web. The rump 
and uppertail-coverts are white with sparse, fine, brown streaks. 

Upperparts and upperwing 

Grant (1986) stated that second-winter North American Herring Gulls show a 
clear grey mantle and scapulars like European races and 'contrary to some 
literature' (e.g. BWP, vol. 3). In fact, many second-winter smithsonianus lack a 
fully grey mantle (some even show very few grey upperpart feathers) and also 
retain a brownish wing, in particular with uniform brown outer webs to the 
greater coverts; they have a variegated grey-and-brown appearance more 
pronounced than that of European birds of the same age, which show more 
chequered wings. 

Underparts 

Although the underparts are generally more streaked with brown, especially on 
the belly and flanks, than those of European Herring Gulls, there is much 
variation and this feature is of little help in identification. The undertail-coverts of 
European races are sparsely barred with brown, whereas some smithsonianus can 
still show well-barred undertail-coverts. 
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• 70. Typical juvenile 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus, Chicoutimi, 
Quebec, August 1994 
(Claudette Cormier). Note 
brown general coloration, 
uniform on mantle and 
belly. 

^ 71. Extremely dark 
juvenile Herring Gull 
Larus argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, Chico
utimi, Quebec, August 
1994 (Claudette Cormier). 
Even in this plumage, the 
tertials show white notches. 

• 72. First-winter 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, Long 
Island, New York, 
February 1993 (Philippe 
J. Dubois). Uniformly 
brown underparts contrast 
with lighter (and streaked) 
head; underwing pattern 
dark brown. 

• 73. First-winter 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, Long 
Island, New York, 
February 1993 (Philippe 
J. Dubois). This individual 
shows two generations of 
scapulars (see text). 
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•^ 74. First-winter 
Herring Gull Lams 
argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, Chico-
utimi, Quebec, Novem
ber 1993 (Claudette 
Cormier). Typical tail 
pattern (wholly black) and 
strongly barred rump; 
otherwise a rather typical 
Herring Gull wing pattern. 

^ 75. Extremely dark 
second-winter Herring 
Gull Lams argentatus of 
Nearctic race smithsonianus, 
Long Island, New York, 
February 1993 {Philippe J. 
Dubois). General colour 
pattern recalls a first-winter 
individual, except for 
scattered grey feathers on 
mantle and, particularly, the 
bill pattern and light yelow 
eye. 

•^ 76. Juvenile Lesser 
Black-backed Gull Lams 
fuscus, Pas-de-Calais, 
France, August 1995 
(Roger Tonnet) 

•4 77. Juvenile Yellow-
legged Gull Larus 
cachinnans moulting to 
first-winter plumage, 
Pas-de-Calais, France, 
July 1995 (Roger Tonnet) 



British Birds, vol. 90, no. 8, August 1997 321 

Head 

There is no difference between races in second-winter/second-summer plumage, 
as markings are variable. All races have a generally white head with fine streaks, 
especially on the nape and behind the eyes. 

Bare parts 

Many Nearctic second-years tend to have a clear-cut black and pink bill, with a 
neat demarcation between the two colours on the lower mandible. The 
demarcation is often not so well marked on European birds, but, again, there is 
considerable variation among the latter. The bill tip is usually yellowish-white. 

Older immatures and adults 

The upperparts of adult and subadult smithsonianus are generally pale grey, as 
argenteus. Threlfall & Jewer (1978) showed that the mantle colour differed 
significantly from that of nominate argentatus, being much lighter grey. Barth 
(1968) and Voous (1959), however, who examined many more skins than did 
Threlfall & Jewer (1978), found a larger variation in mantle colour, possibly 
indicating clinal variation. This cline seems to show light-mantled individuals in 
the northern part of the range and darker ones in the south (the reverse of the 
situation in Europe), but further studies are needed to confirm this hypothesis. 

The bill is long; it sometimes looks slightly deeper at the tip than on most 
European individuals, and a little more drooping (males?). There is, however, a 
considerable overlap between the different races. 

The simple combination of 'size of argentatus and mantle colour of argenteus' 
is, in any case, not sufficient to identify a suspected adult Nearctic Herring Gull 
in Europe. 

Pitfalls 

First-year smithsonianus can be confused with other European gull species of the 
same age, mainly Lesser Black-backed L. fuscus, Yellow-legged and Audouin's 
Gulls L. audouinii. Lesser Black-backed differs from smithsonianus in having a 
mainly white rump, no white tertial notches (tertials evenly tipped with white), no 
'window' on the inner primaries, an extra band above the secondary bar, and less 
uniform underparts, while its silhouette is more elegant and its appearance 
slimmer (with longer primaries). On the other hand, some first-winter Lesser 
Black-backed can show a general brown coloration similar to that of smithsonianus, 
and at long range the tail pattern can also be similar, as the outer tail feathers 
sometimes have only fine white notches. 

Differences from Yellow-legged Gull are rather obvious (see Wilds & Czaplak 
1994; Garner 1997), but the two share a similar silhouette in many respects, 
together with a contrast between lighter head and darker body (especially 
upperparts), and a similar tertial pattern. First-year Yellow-legged Gulls, however, 
have a much paler body and a different tail pattern. 

Some dark first-winter smithsonianus are similar to juvenOe/first-winter 
Audouin's Gull, which sometimes has a very dark body (see Shirihai 1996) and 
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-4 78. Third-winter 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, Chico-
utimi, Quebec, Novem
ber 1994 (Claudette 
Cormier). At this age, very 
similar to European races. 
The greater coverts show a 
rather uniform pattern and 
brown streaks are still 
numerous on the under-
parts. 

•^ 79. Near-adult 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic 
race smithsonianus, La 
Malbaie, Quebec, March 
1995 (Philippe J. Dubois). 
Long, deep and drooping 
bill. 

•^ 80. First-winter 
Herring Gulls Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus (left) and 
European race argentatus/ 
argenteus (centre), with 
adult Great Black-backed 
Gull L. marinus (right), 
Co. Galway, January 
1996 (Pat Lonergan). Note 
dark, uniform underparts, 
and bill resembling that of 
Glaucous Gull L. 
hyperboreus, of Nearctic 
bird. 

•^ 81. First-winter 
Herring Gull Larus 
argentatus of Nearctic race 
smithsonianus, in flight 
with Black-headed Gulls 
L. ridibundus, Co. Cork, 
February 1990 (Killian 
Mullarney). Note typical 
tail pattern and 'windows' 
on inner primaries and 
secondaries. 
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has a wholly dark tail pattern. Apart from its noticeably smaller size, however, 
immature Audouin's has a white rump and its underwing is characteristically 
strongly variegated (not uniform sooty-brown), while its undertail-coverts are not 
barred. 

Status of smithsonianus in Europe 

The first North American Herring Gull to be recognised in Europe and the 
Western Palearctic was a juvenile ringed in New Brunswick, Canada, and 
captured on a boat 400 km off Spain in November 1937 (Cramp & Simmons 
1983). Over 50 years later, three different first-winter birds were seen in Co. 
Cork, Ireland, in February-March 1990 (Mullarney 1990), and by the end of 
1993 14 different individuals had been seen in Ireland (Smiddy & O'Sullivan 
1993, 1994). Elsewhere, there are two records for France: a first-winter on 24th 
January 1993, at Villeneuve-la-Garenne, Hauts-de-Seine, and a second-summer 
on 9th June 1994, 30 km off Pointe de Penmarc'h, Finistere (Dubois & CHN 
1995a & b). Apart from the previous Iberian record, a first-winter individual 
was photographed in Spain at Gijon, Asturias, on 3rd January 1991 (Ardeola 
42: 108), and a first-winter was recorded in Portugal at Ludo, Algarve, on 30th 
and 31st December 1992 (Moore 1994). The first British record involved a 
first-year in Merseyside and Cheshire from 26th February to 6th March 1994, 
followed by another first-year in Merseyside on 26th March 1995 (Rogers et al. 
1996). 

With three individuals seen together in March 1990 in Co. Cork, and one well 
inland near Paris, France, the Nearctic race of the Herring Gull is perhaps 
commoner in Europe than previously supposed. As Mullarney (1990) has 
pointed out, however, some first-winter smithsonianus are so distinctive that it is 
difficult to believe that they could have been overlooked. On the other hand, 
variation in North American Herring Gulls is so great, their range so wide and 
their ecology in that continent so different from one area to another that it is hard 
to accept that smithsonianus forms a biometrically and ecologically homogeneous 
population (M. Gosselin in litt.). Once more, further field and museum studies 
are needed to solve this enigma. 
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