
F
ollowing the passage of Hurricane Wilma
from the Gulf of Mexico, up the eastern
seaboard of North America and into the

northeast North Atlantic in November 2005, an
unprecedented number of Nearctic gulls were
displaced into western Europe. These included a
minimum of 46 Laughing Gulls Larus atri-
capilla and three Franklin’s Gulls L. pipixcan
found in southwest England and Wales during
the last two months of 2005. Nevertheless, Chris
Bowden (CB) was still taken aback by the tele-
phone call he received at RSPB headquarters in
Sandy, Bedfordshire, late on Tuesday 8th
November 2005. CB often talks to Mike Jordan
(MJ), Curator of Higher Vertebrates at Chester
Zoo, since they work together on several proj-
ects. On this occasion though, CB was aston-
ished to find that MJ was calling to discuss the
identification of a male frigatebird Fregata!
Hearing the words ‘I think my office mates will
be interested in that’, Richard Bradbury (RB)
and Mark Eaton (ME) were soon crowding

around the telephone.
It transpired that the bird had been found in

a field the previous day (7th November) by Mr
Handley, a farmer living near Whitchurch,
Shropshire. Realising that it was something
unusual, he took it to a local vet, from where it
was sent to the Lower Moss Wood Wildlife Hos-
pital at Ollerton, near Knutsford, Cheshire.
There, Ray Jackson identified it as a male
frigatebird. The bird was cared for at the hos-
pital overnight and, on the Tuesday morning,
Chester Zoo was contacted and an amazed MJ
collected the bird. Although exhausted and
rather emaciated, it was still impressive. MJ
took a series of biometric measurements, and
then zoo and veterinary staff set about caring
for the bird. It was kept isolated in a heated cage
in a quiet room, where it was rehydrated and
readily took four or five small fish.

It was soon agreed that it would be a good
idea for CB, RB and ME to visit Chester Zoo,
armed with as many references as could be
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found in the RSPB library, in order to deter-
mine the identification. In fact, it also gave MJ
and CB an excellent excuse for a long-overdue
work meeting! So, later that evening, the three
members of the RSPB contingent were pinching
themselves in disbelief as they viewed the
frigatebird in a small room in the zoo’s veter-
inary centre. MJ briefly took the bird from its
heated cage so that a few photographs and some
notes on plumage could be taken. Given that it
had eaten earlier in the day, and had summoned
the energy to snap its bill at us several times, we
were optimistic about its chances of survival
and left the bird that evening in a seemingly

contented state. Unfortunately, however, the
bird died during the following morning
(Wednesday 9th November).

Being acutely aware of the recent reidentifi-
cation of the 1953 Tiree frigatebird as Ascension
Frigatebird F. aquila, following a period of 50
years during which it was mistakenly regarded
as Britain’s only record of Magnificent Frigate-
bird F. magnificens (Walbridge et al. 2003), we
were at pains to ensure that we got the identifi-
cation of this bird right. Given that the bird was
an adult male, the identification was relatively
straightforward, with the choice falling between
the three entirely dark species: Magnificent,

Ascension and Great Frigate-
bird F. minor. Ultimately, bio-
metrics provided the means to
determine the identification
beyond doubt as Magnificent
Frigatebird. The body was
passed to the Natural History
Museum, Tring, where the skin
now resides.

The Shropshire Magnificent
Frigatebird is only the third
frigatebird to have been posi-
tively identified in Britain; the
previous records being of an
Ascension Frigatebird found
dying on Tiree, Argyll, on 10th
July 1953, and a Magnificent
Frigatebird picked up near
Castletown, Isle of Man, on
22nd December 1998 (Gantlett
1999). Since records from the
Isle of Man do not form a part
of the British List, the Shrop-
shire bird becomes the first
accepted record of Magnificent
Frigatebird for Britain. In addi-
tion, there have been a handful
of sight records of unidentified
frigatebirds around the British
coastline, and these have been
summarised by Walbridge et al.
(2003).

Identification
Frigatebird identification is
complex and still far from
being fully resolved. Harrison
(1983) summed up the
problem when he commented
that their identification was
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152 & 153. Adult male Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magnificens,
seen here at Chester Zoo on 8th November 2005, the day after 

it was discovered in a field near Whitchurch, Shropshire.
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‘perhaps the most difficult challenge of any
seabird group’. Subsequently, several detailed
accounts have been published which address the
subject (e.g. Howell 1994, Chalmers 2002, James
2004). Of these, the first addressed the separa-
tion of Great and Magnificent Frigatebirds,
while the last two focused on the three species
which occur in the Indian and western Pacific
Oceans: Great, Lesser F. ariel and Christmas
Island Frigatebirds F. andrewsi. Only Walbridge
et al. 2003 looked into the thorny issue of sepa-
rating Ascension and Magnificent Frigatebirds
and provided an insight into their separation.
Even so, separation remains poorly understood
and biometrics played a crucial role in the re-
identification of the Tiree bird as Ascension
Frigatebird, and the identification of the Shrop-
shire bird as Magnificent.

The Shropshire bird was clearly an adult
male, with entirely dark plumage and a large
crimson throat sac. The all-dark plumage
quickly ruled out both Christmas Island and
Lesser Frigatebirds, which show white on the
underparts. Great Frigatebird was also elimi-
nated, by the lack of red on the bill and feet
(although the soles of the feet were flesh-
orange), and lack of a pale upperwing-covert
bar. This left just Ascension and Magnificent,
adult males of which several references consid-
ered to be probably indistinguishable in the
field.

The wing length and bill length were both
larger than the ranges given by Murphy (1936)
for Ascension Frigatebird, but at the lower end
of the range quoted for male Magnificent (see
table 1). Further pointers to Magnificent came
from the colour of the sheen on the feathers –
green on the head, but distinctly purple on the

mantle, scapulars and, to a lesser extent, the
breast. With Great and Ascension Frigatebirds
having been eliminated, we confidently identi-
fied the bird as an adult male Magnificent
Frigatebird.

Biometric data
Total body length: 960 mm
Wing length (max chord): 612 mm
Tail length*: 447 mm
Bill length (tip to feathering): 106.2 mm
Bill length (tip to gape): 127.6 mm
Bill width (at tip): 29.5 mm (this position was
wider than the midpoint because of the hooked
bill-tip)
Bill width: (at midpoint) 17.0 mm
Tarsus length*: 21.0 mm 
Weight: 932 g (though the bird was very dehy-
drated and emaciated when weighed; BWP gives
a range of 1,100–1,580 g for male Magnificent)
[All measurements taken from the live bird,
apart from those marked with an asterisk,
which were taken by Katrina Cook at NHM,
Tring.]

Description
Overall impression: Obviously an adult male
frigatebird, with all-dark plumage and large
crimson throat sac.

Body and tail: Plumage black, with distinct
purple sheen on the mantle, scapulars and to a
lesser extent the breast. The breast feathers were
green-based, with purple extremes. Tail also
black, with a partially grown outer feather on
the left side.

Head and nape: Plumage black, with distinct
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Table 1. Comparison of measurements of Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magnificens (Central America) 
and Ascension Frigatebird F. aquila; from Murphy (1936). All measurements in mm.

Figures in parentheses give mean and sample size respectively.

Magnificent Frigatebird Ascension Frigatebird
male female male female

Overall length 930–1,040 940–1,120 mean 891 mean 960 

Wingspan 2,170–2,290 2,240–2,360 mean 1,957 mean 2,055

Wing 611–661 (633, 21) 628–674 (650, 21) 552–581 (562, 5) 587–607 (598, 4)

Tail 339–472 (431, 21) 404–506 (–, 21) 357–402 (384, 5) 393–411 (405, 4)

Bill 105.2–118.5 109.2–130.0 87.3–95.5 99.0–105.9 
(exposed culmen) (112.1, 21) (121, 21) (91.7, 5) (103, 4)

Tarsus 21–25 (22.4, 21) 21–25 (22.9, 21)

Toe 69–74 (71, 21) 71–80 (75.6, 21) mean 65



green sheen, contrasting with the sheen on the
body feathers, especially the mantle.

Bill: Mid grey in colour.

Wings: Black upperwing. Underwing dark, black
on coverts and axillaries and dark grey on
undersides of remiges.

Legs and feet: Black, but with flesh-orange-
coloured soles of feet.

Weather and associated birds
It seems likely that the Shropshire Magnificent
Frigatebird was displaced from the Gulf of
Mexico or Florida coastline and swept along,
together with the many Laughing Gulls, during
the passage of Hurricane Wilma. The hurricane
appears to have been responsible for records of
Magnificent Frigatebirds in the USA as far
north as Rhode Island, as well as from the
Azores, France and Spain. Subsequent to the
Shropshire bird’s discovery, belated reports
emerged (per BirdGuides) of unidentified
frigatebirds on 6th November at Porthgwarra,
Cornwall (heading towards Land’s End), and
over Flat Holm (in the Severn estuary). The Flat
Holm bird was reported to have a red throat
and asymmetry in the length of the outer tail
feathers. Given the timing and location, it is
presumed that this was the Shropshire bird
(Fraser et al. 2007), which followed the course
of the River Severn into Shropshire.

Possible origin of the Shropshire Magnificent
Frigatebird
Of the five frigatebird species, all but Christmas
Island are known to breed in the tropical
Atlantic, although only Magnificent is
numerous and widespread, albeit in the western

Atlantic and Caribbean. Its breeding range
extends along the coasts of the tropical Atlantic
from Florida south to Brazil, the Gulf of Mexico
and islands of the Caribbean, and into the
eastern Pacific, where it occurs from California
south to Peru (Murphy 1936; del Hoyo et al.
1992). It breeds widely across this region on
small islands and, in some places, on the main-
land coast. It is a colonial breeder and most
colonies are in the range of 10–100 pairs,
although some can be considerably larger.
There are no accurate estimates of the total
population, but it is probably in the range of
several hundred thousand birds.

In the eastern Atlantic, a small and declining
population persists on the Cape Verde Islands,
off the coast of western Africa, at the southern
extremity of the Western Palearctic. As a
breeding bird, it is confined to the islet of
Curral Velho, which lies off the larger island of
Boa Vista. Del Hoyo et al. (1992) estimated this
population to be approximately ten birds and
declining; Hazevoet (1994) suggested fewer
than ten pairs. Although this population lies
closer to Europe, the numbers involved are so
small that it is an unlikely source of vagrancy to
Europe. Furthermore, weather conditions at
this time did not favour an eastern Atlantic
origin. In addition, a large but isolated popula-
tion is confined to the Galapagos Island archi-
pelago, but this is again an unlikely source for
vagrancy to northwest Europe.

Likelihood of vagrancy
All frigatebirds are great nomads, dispersing
widely throughout the tropical oceans and reg-
ularly occurring well outside the breeding
range. In the Pacific, both Lesser and Great
Frigatebird have reached Siberia, Russia, and
New Zealand (Alexander 1955; del Hoyo et al.
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154. The Shropshire Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magnificens, here as a prepared specimen at the Natural
History Museum,Tring; this photo clearly shows the purple sheen to the mantle and scapulars.

Ka
tr

in
a 

Co
ok

©
 N

H
M

,T
ri

ng



1992). Lesser Frigatebird has also reached 
Kerguelen Island, southern Indian Ocean
(Alexander 1955), Alaska (del Hoyo et al. 1992)
and, in the North Atlantic, has ventured north
to Maine (Howell 1994). Several frigatebirds
have also reached Europe, and most of those
identified to species have proved to be Magnifi-
cent, including two from France (October 1852
and March 1902), and singles in Denmark
(March 1968) and Spain (September 1985)
(Mitchell & Young 1997; Walbridge et al. 2003).
Several of the frigatebirds previously recorded
in Europe have been found either dead or in a
moribund condition; since frigatebirds find it
extremely difficult to take off from the ground,
a grounded individual may not necessarily be
weak, yet its inability to become airborne once
grounded may result in starvation.

The size of the tropical western Atlantic and
Caribbean population, combined with the pre-
vailing weather systems at the time, would
suggest that the Shropshire Magnificent Frigate-
bird originated from this region and was 
displaced across the Atlantic during the passage
of Hurricane Wilma.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Adam Rowlands, Chairman of BBRC, commented: ‘The reassessment of the
Tiree frigatebird record, which was one of the most significant developments of BBRC’s review of
1950–58 records, ensured that the identification criteria to separate Ascension and Magnificent
Frigatebird were well established. The biometric data, along with the purple gloss to the upperparts,
provide conclusive evidence that the Shropshire bird was a Magnificent, and an examination of moult
demonstrated that it was an adult male. The fact that the biometrics are at the lower end of the range
for an adult male also supports the tropical western Atlantic origin, as birds from the Cape Verde pop-
ulation average larger than those from the Caribbean. It seems very likely that the male frigatebird
observed flying over Flat Holm in the Bristol Channel the day before the Shropshire bird was found
was the same individual. That bird also had an asymmetrical outer-tail projection, but it was felt that
the brief description provided was not sufficient to confirm the identification as the first record for
Britain. Details of a bird reported over Porthgwarra, Cornwall, on the same day as the Flat Holm
sighting have not been submitted to BBRC for consideration.’

Bob McGowan, Chairman of BOURC, commented ‘The Shropshire Magnificent Frigatebird was a
fairly straightforward record to assess, largely in light of the thorough identification groundwork on
frigatebirds that took place during the review of the Tiree record. As F. magnificens is the most likely
frigatebird taxon to occur in Britain (which partly explains the erroneous identification of the Tiree
bird), and because a precedent had already been set with the Isle of Man occurrence, the Shropshire
record was unanimously accepted following e-circulation. As there was no reason to doubt that the bird
had occurred naturally, the Committee agreed to accept this species onto Category A of the British List.’


