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On 5th October 1961, DS was nearing the end of his early-morning war
den's patrol of the Skorner Island National Nature Reserve, Pem

brokeshire (now part of Dyfed). It had been a fruitful walk in overcast 
conditions, with a number of migrants seen, including Swallows Hirundo rustka, 
Meadow Pipits Anthus pratmsis, Blackbirds Turdus meruk, Song Thrushes T. 
philomeks, Blackcaps Sylvia atrieapilla, Goldcrests Regulus regulus, Blue Tits Pans 
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caerukus, Starlings Sturnus vulgaris and Chaffinches FrwgiUa coelebs. Pausing to ex
amine the sheltered cliffs above the North Haven landing beach, he observed 
a strange bird, die first impression of which, at a distance of some 75 m, was 
of a grey bird about the size of a Pied Flycatcher Fkedula hypolmca, but with 
die build of a warbler. 

The cliffs are largely covered by ivy Hedera Mix at this point, and were well 
sheltered from die wind, which was south to southeast, force 4-5. The bird 
worked its way among the vegetation and DS was soon able to obtain clearer 
views, being astonished to see that it had a bright sulphur-yellow breast, and 
at once realised mat it was a bird new to him. SS was quickly summoned 
from die warden's house, just a few metres away, and togetiier we watched 
the bird as it moved about the cliff. The padi, immediately above, and the 
main track to the landing beach, below, bodi provided ideal vantage points 
from which to watch without disturbance, at ranges down to some 10 m. 

The bird remained on the cliff, being active for most of die day, which 
turned wet as the rain moved in during die afternoon. Mosdy, it was easily 
seen, but on occasions would disappear for short periods among die diicker 
ivy. Other species present on the cliff were Robins Erithacus rubecula, 
Stonechats Saxicola torquata, Blackbirds, a Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata, 
Blue Tits and a Great Tit P. major. A search the following morning failed, 
alas!, to locate the mystery bird, while the Spotted Flycatcher and Great Tit 
were also missing, and there were generally fewer birds elsewhere on die 
island. The wind had freshened overnight to force 6-7, and later in the day 
veered to die southwest; indeed, it remained stormy until 10th. 

None of die books in the small reference library in the warden's house was 
of assistance in trying to identify the mystery bird. There were no odier resi
dent human beings on die island, while the last overnight visitors had left the 
previous day because of the deteriorating weather conditions (die last day-
visitors having landed on 19di September). There was no radio communication 
widi the mainland or widi nearby Skokholm, so no means of consulting widi 
anyone who might be able to throw light on die mystery bird. 

Descript ion 
The following description is based on field notes taken bv DS: 
SIZE AND SHAPE About that of Pied Flycatcher, 
but with longer tail and stance of a Phylbscopus 
warbler. 

HEAD AND NECK Crown and nape brownish 
colour, with yellow stripe running from base of 
bill to above and a little beyond eye. Small, 
dull yellow patch on ear-coverts. 

UPPERPARTS Mande, back, rump and upper-
side of tail all grey-black. Two somewhat pale 
buffish stripes ran lengthways down mantle. 
Wings greyish, with two small white wing-bars. 
When seen at close quarters, wings seemed to 
be finely lined with white. 

UNDERPARTS Lion and breast sulphur-yellow, 
gradually fading to white on flanks and belly. 
At close quarters, a number of brownish stria-
tions were visible on flanks. When seen from 
below, two small dark marks were noted on 
outer tail feathers. 

BARE PARTS Legs dark brown. Bill black or 
very dark brown. 

BEHAVIOUR Spent most of the time foraging, 
presumably for insects, amongst the ivy, mak
ing only occasional short flights. 

Discuss ion 

The subsequent events surrounding the mysterious bird moved rather slowly. 
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Fig. 1. Blackburnian Warbler Dendroka Jusca, Skomer Island, Pembrokeshire, Dyfed, October 
1961 {P. Fullagar) 

I. J. Ferguson-Lees, then executive editor of British Birds, in a letter to the au
thors dated 15th December 1961, said: 'Your description of the strange bird 
you saw on 5th October is rather puzzling and I am proposing to send that 
round the Rarity Records Committee to see if other members of it agree with 
my suggestions.' 

Nearly a year later, in a letter to the authors dated 15th October 1962, the 
then Secretary of the Rarities Committee, C. M. Swaine, wrote: 'We have at 
last got your "queer passerine" of 5th October 1961 round this Committee 
twice; it has been to James Baird in the U.S.A. also. The outcome is that we 
are almost certain die bird was a Blackburnian Warbler Dendroka Jusca, a bird 
of the evergreen woodlands of Manitoba, the Gulf of St Lawrence etc. We 
cannot be quite sure, however, and feel we must agree with James Baird that 
it is best regarded as a "probable". Congratulations on taking a very thorough 
description. 

'The Editors of British Birds are considering the advisability of publishing a 
note on it in the magazine.' 

In the event, no note was published, and the only references to the occur
rence were in Nisbet (1963), where it is listed as a 'Dendroka warbler, probably 

LJ The inclusion of fig. 1 and plates 137-138 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from Carl £eiss—Germany. 
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137. Blackburnian Warbler Dendrokajiisca, Texas, USA, May 1990 (Phil Palmer) 

138. Blackburnian Warbler Dendrokajusca, Ontario, Canada, May 1984 (J. Hombiukti) 
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a Blackburnian Warbler but it was not definitely established as such', in Saun
ders (1963), and in Sharrock (1971). 

There die matter rested. The years passed, and the occurrence of North 
American passerines in western Europe, and in particular in Great Britain and 
Ireland, has become an accepted, but no less exciting, part of the ornithological 
year. 

For several years in the mid 1980s, die County Bird Recorder for Pem
brokeshire, J. W. Donovan, had been urging diat we resubmit the record for 
assessment, and eventually, in late September 1988, we copied the original 
submission, which in turn he passed to die Rarities Committee. The Commit
tee, following a re-examination of die record, agreed diat the bird in question 
was a Blackburnian Warbler. 

The record was dien sent to die Records Committee of die British Or
nithologists' Union, which, in 1990, also accepted die record as being of a 
Blackburnian Warbler, the first for die Western Palearctic (BOURC 1991). 

Autumn 1961 
The autumn of 1961 was notable for die number of North American waders 
seen diroughout Britain & Ireland (Swaine 1962), including five species in 
Wales. Among diese was an Upland Sandpiper Bartramia kngicauda on Skomer 
on 19di-20m October and a Lesser Yellowlep Tringa Jlavipes on Skokholm on 
9di-10di October. 

In addition, a Gray-cheeked Thrush Catharus minimus on Bardsey on 10th 
October was found dead the following day. Finally, an American Redstart 
Setophaga ruticilk was seen on Ouessant, France, on 10th October, die first for 
the Western Palearctic. The two passerines may well have been sent on dieir 
transadantic journey by hurricane Trances', which had swept northeastwards 
along die eastern seaboard of North America on 8m-9di October. One can 
ponder on die riches which lurked unnoticed and undreamed of in the Isles of 
Stilly, and indeed elsewhere, diat autumn. 

Subsequent records 
There have been two further records of Blackburnian Warbler in western 
Europe: one in Iceland in October 1987, and men, on 7th October 1988, a 
first-winter male on Fair Isle, Shetiand (Rogers et al. 1990), die latter's depar
ture on autumn migration having most probably occurred at the same time as 
die commencement of die resubmission of die Skomer record. In his predic
tions concerning Nearctic birds in Europe, Robbins (1980) placed die Black
burnian Warbler with some 34 odier species in the lowest category of 
probabilities for a successful transadantic crossing. With two records in 28 
years, how long will eager British ornidiologists have to wait before die tiiird? 

Distribution 
The Blackburnian Warbler is a widespread breeding bird dirough much of 
northeastern North America. Coniferous or mixed woodlands widi tall mature 
trees are its main requirement, and diere it spends most of its time in die high 
canopy, so much so that Bohlen (1989) referred to it as 'die pain in die neck 
bird'. 



342 Blackbumian Warbler: new to the Western Pakarctw 

In Canada, it breeds in central Alberta, then eastwards from central 
Saskatchewan through central and soudiern Ontario, southern Quebec, New 
Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia and the extreme southwest of 
Newfoundland (Godfrey 1986). In the United States, it occurs from central 
Minnesota eastwards to the Adantic seaboard, and soudi in the Appalachian 
Mountains to northwestern South Carolina and northwestern Georgia (AOU 
1983). 

In the autumn, Blackbumian Warblers move soudi through the eastern 
United States, parts of Central America and the Caribbean, to winter from 
Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia and Venezuela soudi through Ecuador to 
Peru and Bolivia (AOU 1983). 

As in its breeding range, the Blackbumian Warbler is primarily a bird of 
the canopy, though it will forage at all levels, and in small groups will accom
pany mixed bands of tanagers, flycatchers and odier species (Ridgely & Tudor 
1989). 

Why Blackbumian? 
Many audiors have commented upon die bright and unmistakable colours of 
die adult male Blackbumian Warbler, especially the fiery orange breast and 
contrasting black upperparts. In assessing die merits of die wood-warblers, 
Tufts (1961) said 'Those who have seen a male Blackbumian Warbler in 
spring plumage, the sun glinting on his flaming breast, widi his odier contrast
ing colours, perhaps against a background of grey poplar buds bursting into 
leaf, generally admit diat he merits a place high on die list. His song is not in 
keeping widi his fine feadiers.' 

Chapman (1966) wrote 'he seems like some bright plumaged tropical bird 
who has lost its way and wandered to northern climes'; 'Like a diminutive 
oriole' in die words of Murray Spiers (1985); while Forbush (1955) said diat 
'no engraver can represent in full intensity die beautiful flaming colours of diis 
warbler's diroat.' 

Widi such plumage and descriptions it would be easy to assume die origin 
of its name to be die fiery colours. Not so; it was named after Anna Black-
burne (1726-1793) of Warrington, Lancashire. Aldiough referred to as Mrs 
Blackbume, she in fact never married, but devoted her life to die establish
ment of a natural history museum, first at die family home at Orford Hall, 
and men, on die deatii of her fadier, at nearby Fairfield (Wystrach 1974, 
1977). 

Anna Blackburne's fifdi brodier, Ashton, resided for many years in die New 
York area and collected birds for his sister's museum. One of the numerous 
specimens was diat of a warbler which was reported by Ladiam (1783) from a 
description by Thomas Pennant, who also published diis in 1785. Aldiough 
originally named Motacilta blackbumiae, it had previously been described in 
1776 from a specimen collected in French Guiana and named MotadUa Jusca 
from its dark upperparts. 
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Summary 
A Blackburnian Warbler Dendroica jusca seen on Skomer Island, Pembrokeshire, on 5th October 
1961 was at first considered only a 'probable'. In the light of increasing knowledge of transatlantic 
vagrancy by passerines from North America, the record was eventually resubmitted and is now 
accepted as the first for the Western Palearctic. There has been one subsequent occurrence in 
Britain and Ireland, on Fair Isle, Shedand, on 7th October 1988. 

References 
AMERICAN ORNITHOLOGISTS' UNION. 1983. The AOU Check-list of North American Birds. 6th edn. 

Lawrence. 
BOHLEN, H. D. 1989. The Birds of Illinois. Bloomington & Indianapolis. 
BRITISH ORNITHOLOGISTS' UNION RECORDS COMMITTEE. 1991. Fourteenth report (August 1990). 

Ibis 133: 218-222. 
CHAPMAN, F. M. 1966. Handbook of Birds of Eastern North America. New York. 
FORBUSH, E. H. 1955. A Natural History of American Birds in Eastern and Central North America. Boston. 
GODFREY, W. E. 1986. Birds of Canada. 2nd edn. Ottawa. 
LATHAM, J. 1783. A General Synopsis of Birds. London. 
MURRAY SPIERS, J. 1985. Birds of Ontario. Ontario. 
NlSBET, I. C. T. 1963. American passerines in western Europe, 1951-62. Brit. Birds 56: 204-217. 
PENNANT, T. 1785. Arctic Zoology- Vol. 2. London. 
RlDGELY, R. S., & TUDOR, G. 1989. The Birds of South America. Vol. 1: the Oscine Passerines Oxford. 
ROBBINS, C. S. 1980. Predictions of future Nearctic landbird vagrants to Europe. Brit. Birds 73: 

448-457. 
ROGERS, M. J., & THE RARITIES COMMITTEE. 1990. Report on rare birds in Great Britain in 

1989. Brit. Birds 83: 439-496. 
SAUNDERS, D. R. 1963. Notes on a probable Blackburnian Warbler on Skomer and other Ameri

can birds in Wales, Autumn 1961. Nat. in Wales 8: 155-157. 
SHARROCK, J. T. R. 1971. Scarce migrants in Britain and Ireland during 1958-67. Part 5. Pec

toral Sandpiper, Sabine's Gull and American land-birds. Brit. Birds 64: 93-113. 
SWAINE, C. M. 1962. Report on rare birds in Great Britain in 1961. Brit. Birds 55: 562-584. 
TUFTS, R. W. 1961. The Birds of Nova Scotia. Halifax. 
WYSTRACH, V. P. 1974. A note on the naming of the Blackburnian Warbler. J. Soc. Biblphy Nat. 

Hist. 7 [1]: 89-91. 
— 1977. Anna Blackburne [1726-1793] — a neglected patroness of natural history. J. Soc. Biblphy 

Nat. Hist. 8 [2]: 148-168. 

David Saunders and Shirley Saunders, Woosung, Ha/an, Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire 
SA73 3EB 

Peter Lansdown (Chairman, British Birds Rarities Committee) and Dr Alan Knox (Chairman, 
British Ornithologists' Union Records Committee) have commented as follows: 'During the circu
lation of this record to the current Rarities Committee, its members expressed full agreement with 
their predecessors' identification of the bird as Blackburnian Warbler. With the advantage of the 
now-familiar pattern of dates and localities for Nearctic passerines which reach Britain and Ire
land, however, the current Committee considered that the earlier caution should not continue to 
be applied and unreservedly accepted the identification. This decision was endorsed by die 
BOURC, which had no hesitation in accepting the Blackburnian Warbler as being of natural ori
gin (Brit. Birds 83: 489; Ibis 133: 220), and the species was accorded Category A status on die 
British and Irish list.' EDS 
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