
A
tlantic depressions skirting the north of
Scotland in September 1999 brought an
unprecedented influx of North American

waders to the Outer Hebrides. On North and
South Uist, these included at least eight Semi-
palmated Sandpipers Calidris pusilla (a species
for which there had been no previous records on
the islands), at least two White-rumped Sand-
pipers C. fuscicollis, a Baird’s Sandpiper C.
bairdii and three Pectoral Sandpipers C. melan-
otos. In October, Benbecula, the middle island in
the group, weighed in with an American Golden
Plover Pluvialis dominica and a Ring-necked
Duck Aythya collaris. For much of the autumn,
winds blew from the west quarter but during the
second of two spells when they turned to the
east, in mid October, another arrival from the
New World was discovered, a Yellow-rumped
Warbler Dendroica coronata (the second for the
islands) in the Sycamores Acer pseudoplatanus at
Grogarry Lodge, South Uist. It was accompanied
by a Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta –
only the third record for the islands. It seems
unlikely that the Yellow-rumped Warbler
reached Britain during these easterlies, and it
presumably made landfall elsewhere earlier in
the month before moving south through the
islands.

Apart from an unusual southward move-
ment of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus
(eventually becoming by far the largest number
ever recorded here in autumn), birding was
then fairly quiet until early November, when
reports of a yellowlegs sent me hurrying once
more to Benbecula. And, after a long search,
there it was: a Greater Yellowlegs Tringa
melanoleuca, another second for the Outer
Hebrides. Later in November, a Pied-billed
Grebe Podilymbus podiceps was yet another
second record and another stellar bird for Ben-
becula but, in between the yellowlegs and the
grebe, the icing on the cake in an already excep-

tional year for New World vagrants was a first,
not only for the islands but for Britain too, a
Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura!

As things turned out, Brian Hill (BJH), a
birding friend from Somerset, and I were to
drive past a particular garden in my home
township of Carinish several times during 13th
and 14th November, oblivious as to what lay
beyond the fence. On the second date, after
exploring several sites on North Uist with little
reward, we arrived home near dusk to a phone
message from the owner of that garden, Máire
MacPhail, who described a bird that she did not
recognise – ‘brown with black markings and has
a white edge to its tail when it flies’. My initial
reaction was that it was probably a Reed
Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus but, after being
persuaded to ring her back, the additional
information (such as walking instead of
hopping and being the size of a small dove) was
intriguing! Some five minutes later, we were at
the garden looking at a small dove sat on top of
a wooden fence. After a few moments to gather
my thoughts, the penny dropped and I realised
that it was a Mourning Dove! This was a species
I had seen many years ago in Canada and BJH
agreed with the identification, having seen the
species in the USA.

The bird appeared exhausted but it did make
a short flight to another part of the fence and,
upon alighting, spread its long tail, which was
broadly and conspicuously tipped white. Earlier
that day the dove had been seen feeding on
chicken feed, put out especially for it, and
Máire’s husband, Angus, told us that he had
seen it briefly the previous day. We left the bird
to go to roost and returned home to look at a
few books. After we had made sure of our iden-
tification, the news was released to Birdline
Scotland.

Shortly after first light the next day (15th),
we were back at the garden, where the
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Mourning Dove was still present. Around 30
birders managed to see it on this date, most
arriving on the flight from Glasgow at midday.
Throughout the day, the bird was mostly inac-
tive and closed its eyes for long periods but it
did perk up occasionally, made several short
flights and fed on the chicken food. It was
watched until 16.35 hrs, when it left the fence,
where it had been perched for the best part of
an hour, and flew down into the garden to
roost. To the disappointment of many who had
arrived by ferry, which docked late in the day,
the bird apparently did not survive a third
night, as there was no sign of it the following
morning. Overnight, the weather had turned
much colder with some hail flurries and a fresh
northwesterly. Despite an extensive search, we
did not find the corpse.

Description
A small dove, appearing
smaller than Collared Dove
Streptopelia decaocto, with
plumage in good condition.
The head and breast were
mostly buff-brown with
lighter ear-coverts and chin,
which appeared as a stripe
on each side of the bill at
certain angles. A blue-grey
tinge was apparent to some
crown feathers, while the
belly and undertail-coverts
were slightly brighter buff-
brown and the flanks
greyish. Most of the upper-
parts were olive-brown with
some large, randomly
spaced black spots on the
inner wing-coverts, rear
scapulars and tertials; when
the bird was viewed rear-
end on, the markings on the
tertials appeared to form
quite a neat pattern running
down the inner edges of the
closed wings. The rump
appeared to be indistinctly
barred and the longest
feathers in the closed tail
were greyish. A noticeable
feature during short flights
and just before alighting was
its long, graduated tail,

which showed conspicuous long white tips to
the outer feathers. The visible greater coverts
showed thin pale fringes; the inner primaries
were fresh, while the outer two appeared dis-
tinctly browner and worn. Although this species
generally has a complete post-juvenile moult,
these worn juvenile outer primaries confirmed
that the bird was in first-winter plumage. It did
show the dark neck-spot of an adult, a feature
that was absent on the first-winter Mourning
Dove found on the Isle of Man in October 1989
(Sapsford 1996). The legs were pinkish-red.

Weather conditions prior to discovery
The weather situation over western Scotland
between 9th and 13th November was anticy-
clonic, with light and variable winds. During
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13 & 14. First-winter Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura, Carinish,
North Uist, Outer Hebrides, November 1999.
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this period, the weather was dry and partly
cloudy. Despite the bird’s obviously poor state
of health, the prevailing weather conditions do
not suggest that the Mourning Dove was a
recent arrival on this side of the North Atlantic.
There are three possible scenarios that could
have led to its arrival on North Uist:

Ship assistance, with the bird departing before
the ship made landfall, and spending an unknown
flight period between ship and shore. This
would be consistent with its apparent condition.

If it is assumed that the bird made an
unaided crossing, then the most suitable
weather prior to its discovery occurred on 5th
and 6th November, when a fresh northwesterly
airstream crossed the region. Prior to this,
warm-sector southwesterlies had crossed the
North Atlantic between North America and
Iceland from 1st to 3rd November. It is possible
that the dove had been displaced towards
Iceland and subsequently reoriented in north-
westerlies on 5th, associated with the clearer
weather of a ridge of high pressure. This would
bring it to the southeast and landfall in the
Western Isles.

If the bird made a direct crossing of the
North Atlantic, it would probably have got
caught up in the very strong warm southwest-
erly winds over North America and departed no
later than 30th October. This would see it
arriving somewhere in western Scotland on the
night of 2nd November, some 11 days before its
discovery.

Status in North America
Mourning Dove is the most abundant and
widespread dove in North America, breeding
from southeast Alaska and southern Canada to
central Panama and the West Indies. Northern
populations are migratory within this range,
some moving south as far as Panama, while
small numbers regularly winter north to
northern Ontario, British Columbia, Nova
Scotia and Newfoundland.

Occurrences within the Western Palearctic
An emaciated first-winter Mourning Dove
found in a Heligoland trap at the Calf of Man
Bird Observatory on 31st October 1989 was the
first record for the Western Palearctic (Sapsford
1996). Until recently, it also represented the first
British record but, as the Isle of Man is a British
Crown Dependency, it does not form part of

Great Britain and BOU no longer includes birds
occurring there on the British List. Conse-
quently, the North Uist Mourning Dove
becomes the first British record. At the time of
this observation, there had been just one other
Western Palearctic record, a first-winter female
collected (illegally) on Heimaey, Iceland, on 19th
October 1995 (Pétursson 1996). Subsequently,
the first for Sweden was at Brannäs, Söderman-
land, on 3rd–11th June 2001, while the first for
the Azores occurred on Corvo on 2nd
November 2005 (Alfrey 2005). The North Uist
bird remained the sole British record until last
autumn, when another first-winter Mourning
Dove appeared on North Uist, at Carnach on 1st
November 2007 (plate 15). To add to the sense
of history repeating itself, this bird was found
just 4 km from Carinish, the site of the earlier
record, and was also found by BR; it was present
until 7th November, allowing more mainland
birders to catch up with it than was the case in
autumn 1999. Then, on 2nd November (the day
after the Carnach bird’s discovery), as dusk was
gathering on Inishbofin, a small island off the
coast of Co. Galway, Anthony McGeehan came
upon the first for Ireland: another first-winter,
this individual was present until 15th November
at least (plate 16). In addition to these Western
Palearctic records, there are also records from
Greenland.

It is interesting to note that Mourning Dove
was not one of the 38 species predicted by
Robbins (1980) as the ‘most likely candidates
for successful transatlantic crossing’. He did,
however, include it in a wider list of 35 candi-
date species, of which eight have now occurred
in Britain & Ireland, reinforcing the unpre-
dictability of vagrancy from North America.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Colin Bradshaw,
Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Com-
mittee, commented: ‘Birders have been waiting
for another Mourning Dove ever since the
Manx bird in 1989, and it was no surprise that
it turned up in the Outer Hebrides, which have
become Britain’s premier site for North Amer-
ican vagrants in the last ten years. Peak
numbers appear on passage in Nova Scotia in
October so the dates of the records from
Britain, Ireland and the Isle of Man, in the
period from late October to early November, all
fit the expected pattern. There is little chance of
misidentification if care is taken, although to
distinguish between the numerous species of
small doves from Australasia and Africa in cap-
tivity, the identification should be based on a
combination of size, the distinctive dark spot-
ting on the tertials, scapulars and inner coverts
and the long pointed tail.’

Bob McGowan, Chairman of the British
Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee,
commented: ‘Mourning Dove is resident over
the greater part of North America, and the
northernmost populations are migratory, some
reaching the Atlantic seaboard in Nova Scotia

and Newfoundland, though autumn migration
is generally towards the south or southwest.
Principal flyways avoid significant water bodies
and only 13 birds ringed in the USA have been
recovered in Cuba, though in spring and
autumn birds have been sighted in trans-Gulf
migration. Accordingly, although Western
Palearctic occurrences are few, there is a possi-
bility of transatlantic vagrancy, given appro-
priate weather conditions.

‘Such conditions prevailed in autumn 1999,
as evidenced principally by the extraordinary
influx of Nearctic waders to Scotland that fol-
lowed a series of depressions over the Atlantic
in September. While the arrival in North Uist of
a North American Mourning Dove was cer-
tainly a surprise, its occurrence towards the end
of this particular influx of waders, in an appar-
ently exhausted condition, was in accordance
with natural vagrancy.

‘Identification as Mourning Dove was
straightforward (since the description was sup-
ported by good-quality photographs), but
determination of the subspecific taxon of this
first-winter bird was not possible, as plumage
and size differences between the two most wide-
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15. First-winter Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura, Carnach, North Uist, Outer Hebrides, November 2007.
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spread subspecies are slight, even in adults.
‘The Committee was reassured on vagrancy

potential by the precedent, ten years earlier, of
the Isle of Man record. The highly emaciated
condition of that bird, also a first-winter, was
strongly indicative of unassisted passage by an
autumn migrant; and there are other recent
autumn records from Iceland and the Azores
(see above). Further enquiry has revealed the
existence of a few breeders of Mourning Dove
in Germany, The Netherlands, Belgium and,
possibly, France. Nevertheless, it is extremely
rare in collections in Europe, known to have
bred on only a handful of occasions, and has a

very low potential for escape. Its close congener
Socorro Dove Zenaida graysoni is more com-
monly bred in captivity but has not, to our
knowledge, been recorded as an escape. In any
regard, because of the North Uist locality,
genuine vagrancy must outweigh the possibility
of escape. The bird’s age and the near concur-
rence with a significant Nearctic wader influx
are, therefore, indicative of natural vagrancy.

‘With such strong supporting evidence
pointing to a natural occurrence, it was
accepted as being of wild origin and was added
to Category A of the British List.’

30 British Birds 101 • January 2008 • 26–30

Mourning Dove on North Uist: new to Britain

16. First-winter Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura, Inishbofin, Co. Galway, November 2007.
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Looking back
One hundred years ago:

‘YELLOW-BREASTED OR WILLOW-BUNTING
(Emberiza aureola Pallas) IN NORFOLK. AN immature
female of the above species was shot by Patrick Cringle,
a son of one of Lord Leicester’s watchers, on the
Cabbage Creek Marsh, near Wells, Norfolk, on 5th Sep-
tember, 1907. I saw the bird in the flesh the same day

with Mr. Alec. J. Napier, of Holkham. The latter for-
warded it for preservation to Mr. T. E. Gunn, the taxi-
dermist, of Norwich, who identified it––and his
identification was confirmed, I believe, at the meeting of
the Norfolk and Norwich Naturalists’ Society, on 28th
October, 1907, by Mr. J. H. Gurney and Mr. Southwell...
F. G. PENROSE’ (Brit. Birds 1: 263, January 1908)


