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T H E LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL OF T H E 

BRITISH ISLES. 

Larus fuscus britannicus, subsp. nov. 

BY 

PERCY R. LOWE, B . A „ M.B. , M.B.O.U. 

[ P L A T E 1.] 

I T is, I think, safe to say tha t most British ornithologists 
would not have hesitated to assert tha t the Lesser Black-
backed Gull of our islands was the Larus fuscus of Linnaeus. 
Yet the fact remains that the Lesser Black-backed Gull 
of the British Isles is perfectly distinct from the gull 
described by Linnaeus under the name of Larus fuscus ; 
and no ornithologist could have the least difficulty in 
recognizing the fact were he to compare a series of speci
mens from the type-locality with a series of our own 
nat ive bird. 

The fact that the difference has never been noted before 
can only be due, I presume, to " taking things for granted," 
and to tha t frequent cause of the perpetuation of inac
curate information which may be summed up in the phrase 
" never looking." 

Linnaeus in his Systema Natures, ed. X., 1758, p . 136, 
first described the Lesser Black-backed Gull from Sweden. 

The mantle, scapulars, and wing-coverts of breeding 
birds from Sweden or Norway are characterized by a 
coloration which varies from a dark, slaty-black in the 
freshly-moulted spring-feathers, to a sooty or deep 
brownish-black with the advance of summer and conse
quent fading. If now we examine a series of breeding 
birds from the British Isles in corresponding summer-
plumage, we find that the same parts are of a clear, slaty-
grey colour, and nothing like so dark as the above ; and 
this difference in both depth and character of coloration 
is so constant and well marked, that it can be recognized 
at the merest glance and without a moment's hesitation 
(c/. Plate 1). 
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Moreover, the difference can be as easily appreciated 
when individual specimens of the two races are com
pared as when the two races are examined in series. 

Other distinctive features are by no means so marked 
as the above ; but as far as the few measurements which 
I have been able to make would seem to indicate, males 
of the light-backed or British race have rather shorter 
wings and longer and stouter bills than the dark-backed 
or Scandinavian race (c/. measurements in list at end). 
I make this statement, however, with reserve, for a good 
many birds examined were not sexed, and the bills may 
vary considerably with age, so that a very much larger 
series is necessary before any very definite conclusion on 
this point can be arrived at. 

The same relative proportions seem to obtain in female 
specimens, whose bills are considerably smaller than in 
the male. 

Apart from these latter considerations, however, I 
have no hesitation in separating the British Lesser Black-
backed Gull under the name of 

LABXJS FTJSCTTS BBITANNICUS.* 

The types, both male and female, are preserved in the 
British Museum collection a t South Kensington :— 
Type $ Caithness (86.7.9.1). Summer plumage. Coll. Col. 

Irby. Measurements: Wing, 17 in. (432 mm.) ; 
exposed culmen, 2.10 in. (54 mm). 

* Under the name of Larus graettsii, Brehm in 1857 described (Attge-
meine Deutsche Naturh. Zeitung, 1857, p . 483) an example of the 
Lesser Black-backed Gull which was taken in Malaga harbour (Spain); 
and as the British light-backed race may wander in winter to the 
western Mediterranean (of. text below) the question of course arises, 
should it be known under the name of Larus graettsii. My opinion is 
that this name cannot stand. Brehm's diagnosis is as follows : ' ' Laro 
fusco similis, sed multo major, rostro multo crassiori et colori valde 
clariore," This description may possibly stand for a race which 
breeds on the Moroccan coast (e.g. Island of Alboran) or along the shores 
of the Mediterranean, bu t it certainly cannot stand for the British race, 
which is characterized by having the wings smaller than in L. fmcus 
fuscus, n o t ' ' much larger " as in Brehm's diagnosis of L. graellsii. We 
are also left in doubt as to whether it is the colour of the bill whioh is 
" valde clariore," or whether it is the Gull itself. The type, too, is 
missing, so that with such uncertainty as to the particular race which 
Brehm was describing, I think there is nothing for i t but to find a new 
name for the light-backed British race. 
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Type $ Caithness (86.7.9.2). Summer plumage. Coll. Col. 
Irby. Measurements : Wing, 15 80 in. (402 mm.) ; 
exposed culmen, 1.90. in. (50 mm). 

Besides British specimens I have been privileged to 
examine examples agreeing exactly with the British 
form (L. fuscus britannicus) in the British Museum collec
tion, and in the Hon. Walter Rothschild's Museum at 
Tring, from the following localities : Faeroes ; northern 
coast of France (Havre) ; one from the Azores (collected 
by Mr. Ogilvie-Grant, which is undoubtedly an example 
of the light-backed race of L. fuscus, but cf. Nov. Zool., 
Vol. XII . , p. 102 ; coast of Portugal (Setubal) ; Malaga 
in southern Spain ; Algeria (Bone) and Morocco (Tangiers 
and Oran). 

As regards the dark-backed race (L. fuscus fuscus) 
I have examined specimens in the above-mentioned 
collections from the following places : North Oland and 
Kalmar (Sweden) ; Bodo (Norway) ; Gotland; Pskov 
(Russia) ; and Skaisgirren (East Prussia) ; while Pro
fessor Collett and Professor Lonneberg have been so 
kind as to send me other examples from Norway and 
Sweden respectively (Drobak, Barum, and Vaxholm). 

But in addition to these dark-backed birds I have 
examined others with equally dark backs (which I am 
unable to separate from examples of L. fuscus fuscus) from 
Cyprus, Palestine, and Egypt (Lake Menzaleh, Thebes 
and Port Said, cf. list). All these birds were taken in 
April and May, and are in full summer-plumage ; and my 
opinion is that they represent birds of the typical or 
Scandinavian race, which had been wintering in the south 
and were on the point of making their way northward 
to breed. I t must, however, be stated in passing, that 
the Lesser Black-backed Gull is said to be resident all the 
year round in the Red Sea (with what t ruth I have been 
unable to ascertain) ; and if the statement is correct, or 
rather if this Gull really breeds there, the birds just 
referred to from Cyprus, Palestine, and Egypt may of 
course be representatives of some southern-breeding race. 
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Against such a supposition is the fact noted by the late 
Captain Shelley (Birds of Egypt), tha t the Lesser Black-
backed Gulls were making their way northwards down the 
Nile in April. 

Allowing, however, tha t my conclusion in regard to 
these Egyptian and other birds is correct, it follows that 
we have in Europe two races of the Lesser Black-backed 
Gull, viz. :— 
(1) A Scandinavian or more eastern form, the dark-

backed Larus fuscus fuscus, and 
(2) A more western or light-backed race, represented by 

L. fuscus britannicus. 
Moreover, we may conclude tha t representatives of the 

Scandinavian and more eastern race, in greater or lesser 
numbers, migrate southwards across eastern Europe 
(possibly by way of the Rivers Vistula and Dnieper) to 
winter in the eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, the Red Sea, 
and possibly the Persian Gulf (?L. fuscus affinis); while on 
the other hand, representatives of the western race, follow
ing the Atlantic coasts of Europe, wander southwards as 
far as the northern and southern coasts of the western 
Mediterranean; or to Madeira, the Canaries, and the Azores. 

The actual existence of two such distinct migration 
routes can, of course, only be proved by zealously con
tinuing to " r i n g " nestling birds in their northern breeding 
haunts, a process which, in the case of other birds, has 
already been so fruitful in producing the most interesting 
and surprising results. 

That a southerly migration in winter as regards our 
own native birds is much more complete than is generally 
appreciated is, I think, indicated by the difficulty I have 
experienced in obtaining British specimens in winter 
plumage. 

Finally, I have examined specimens of the Lesser Black-
backed Gull from the Canaries (Tenerife and the Grand 
Canary) kindly placed at my disposal by Mr. D. A. 
Bannerman, and one example in the British Museum col
lection which was taken at Valencia. These birds appear 
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to differ from both the above-described races; but whether 
they are representatives of another race meriting the 
distinction of subspecific rank, the material at present to 
hand is too meagre to allow me to say. I t may, how
ever, be pointed out that the Lesser Black-backed Gull 
breeds in at least one locality off the Moroccan coast 
(Alboran Island—Lilford) and extends southwards along 
the west African shores as far as Bonny (Saunders) ; so 
tha t it is very possible that these local birds wander 
in winter to the Canaries and Madeira or to places like 
Valencia on the Mediterranean shores, where they may be 
found along with winter representatives of the light-
backed or more northerly race—Larus fuscus britannicus. 
These latter points I am now endeavouring to clear up. 

LIST OF BIRDS EXAMINED. 

Light-backed Race—L. fuscus hritannicus. 
Wing. Exposed 

0 culmen. 
inches mm. inches mm. 

Ad. <J 

,, 
,, 
„ 
M 

„ 
» 

, . < ? 

Imm. 

Loch Ballon, Roes-i 
Loch Lomond 

Romney Marsh . . 
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,, . . . 

shire 5.vi.69 
. . 25.V.70 
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, 20.iv.72 
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(Coll. N . F . Tieehursfc) 

<J]_Setubal, Portugal 5.L06 
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17 
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16.40 

16.S0 

15.10 
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415 
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2.10 
2.10 

2.10 

1.90 

54 
54 

54 
54 

50 

Not measured (Tring). 

16.90 

15.50 

430 

394 

Ad. (J Bdne, Algeria 

„ 
Great Yarmouth . . 

„ Aberystwyth 

. . (January) 

. . 21.X.56 
(Winter) 

. . 6.ix.93 
. . 2.viii.92 (T
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n
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 c
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l.
) 

* Marked (J on label, but has $ bill and wing. 

http://20.iv.72
http://2S.vii.83
http://27.iii.97
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Wing. Exposed 
B oulmen. 

inches mm, inches mm. 

(Tring coll.) 
. 7.vu.28 

„ Madeira 28.ii.04 
(D.. Bannerman coll.) 

„ Faeroes 
„ Tereeira, Azores . . 

? Sex Oran, Morocco 

? „ ? <J Torquay, England 

. 9.viii.73 

. 4.iv.03 

. 6.iii.78 
.(No date) 

15.80 
15.80 

16.90 

402 
402 

430 

1.90 
1.83 

2.0 

50 
48 

52 

Dark-backed specimens—L. fusous fuscus. 

Ad. 6" 

J J 

•'• S 
? 6" 

Drobak, Norway . . 
Larnaka Roads, Cyprus 
Thebes, Egypt . . . . 

>. « . . . . 

3.V.99 
19.iv.75 

24.iv. 70 
24.iv.70 

17 
17.75 
17.50 
17.55 

432 

447 
442 

443 

2.0 
2.0 
1.95 
2.10 

52 
52 
51 
54 

„ Pskov, Bussia 
„ Skaisgirren, Eas t Prussia 

» 

(May) 
9.ix.94 

Not measured. 
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Ad. $ 

,* 

ft 

1 

Ad. ? 
» 

,» 

Christiania, Norway 

Bodo, Norway 

, » > , * * 
Port Said, E g y p t . . 

Vaxholm, Sweden 
North Oland, Sweden 

Kalmar, Sweden . . 
Lake Menzaleh, Egypt 

, , t9 9! 

J» »» »* 

„ JJ 19 

. 15.V.81 
. 7.vii.74 
. 7.vii.74 

8.iv.78 

• (J«iy) 
. . 9.viii.90 

12.V.03 
(April) 
(May) 

3>J 

16.60 
16.50 

421 1.90 
419 1.80 

Very worn. 
16 

16.75 
17.0 

407 1.85 

424 2.0 
432 2-0 

Not measured. 

31 9» 

13 »» 

39 >9 

>f 91 

9> 99 

99 19 

50 
48 

49 

52 
52 

http://28.ii.04
http://19.iv.75
http://24.iv.70
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A. B. 

A. DARK-BACKED BACE, kanis fuscus fuscus. AD. 9 , BodS (Norway), 7.vii.74, 
Coll. Brit. Mus. 

B. LIGHT-BACKED BACE, Lams fuscus britannieus. AD ?, Caithness (Scotland), 
Summer, Coll. Brit. Mus. 
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