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Northern Waterthrush in the Isles of Stilly: 

a bird new to Great Britain and Ireland* 

By G. J. Harris, J. L. F. Parslow and R. E. Scoff 
St. Agnes Bird Observatory 

(Plate 5 9) 

O N T H E M O R N I N G of 30th September 1958, G.J.H. and R.E.S. 
discovered at Govean, on the eastern side of St. Agnes, Isles of Stilly, 
a small ground-feeding bird which they identified as a Northern Water-
thrush {Seiurus noveboracensis). A single-panelled mist-net was erected 
on the shore and the bird caught with little effort. After examination 
at the observatory it was photographed in colour and then returned to 
Covean and released. It remained there until 12th October and during 
its stay was seen by several other observers including J.L.F.P., R. E. 
Emmett, B. S. Milne, P. Z. Mackenzie and R. Symons. This is the 
first record of the species in Great Britain and Ireland; though it has 
occurred in Europe once before, a female having been trapped on 
Ushant, France, on 17th September 1955 (Etchecopar 1955, Mayaud 
1956). 

In the field the first impression was of a small, plump, pipit-like 
bird, dark olive-brown above with a well-marked yellowish-buff 
superciliary stripe and yellowish below with heavy, dark brown streaks. 
In size it was noticeably smaller than Rock Pipits {Anthus spinoletta) 
near-by and its plump appearance was very marked, more so than in 
the illustration in Peterson (1947). For most of its stay it tended to 
frequent one corner of a small cove, where rotting seaweed had been 
piled up at the foot of a tamarisk hedge, but latterly, when the weed 
had been washed away by high tides, it sometimes resorted to adjacent 
bulb fields where more seaweed had been spread in readiness for 
ploughing in as a fertiliser. On the shore it found an abundant food 

•We regret that it has not been possible to publish the full details of this occurrence 
until now, owing to the work involved in assembling the data.—EDS. 
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supply in the larvae and flies in and around the seaweed. Here it 
fed rather in the manner of a Pied Wagtail {Motarilla alba) with frequent 
runs, hops and leaps into the air to catch flies, and also regularly bobbed 
its tail after the fashion of a Common Sandpiper (Tringa hypokucos). In 
the hand, after it had been extracted from the mist-net, it seemed a 
much smaller bird than field observations suggested and this was 
confirmed by measurement. A small snail which was removed from 
its flank feathers was identified by S. P. Dance at the British Museum 
(Natural History) as Vitrina pellucida. This snail has a wide distribu
tion on both sides of the Atlantic and specimens have been found 
attached to birds on several occasions (Williamson et al. 1959). 

DESCRIPTION 
Plumage 

The whole of the bird's upper-parts were dark olive-brown, except 
that the lesser wing-coverts were only shaded with olive and the two 
longest scapulars were lightly tipped with buff. The chief feature of 
the head was the yellowish-cream superciliary stripe which was straight 
and extended back about 25 mm. from the nostril; it did not cross 
over the base of the bill. A dark olive-brown stripe passed through 
the eye. The ground colour of the under-parts was whitish, heavily 
suffused with yellowish-buff. The throat was lightly speckled with 
olive-brown, these spots continuing down the breast and flanks as very 
heavy streaking; the belly and vent lacked markings. The basal 
three-quarters of the under tail-coverts were olive-brown, the tips 
being white; these coverts extended to within 6 mm. of the tip of the 
tail. 

Soft parts 

Bill straight and even; upper mandible and tip of lower a very dark 
horn colour, remainder of lower mandible pearl-pink; gape flesh-
pink. Feet and legs dirty flesh-pink; hind claw strongly curved. 
Eyes dark brown. 

Wing-formula and measurements 

Third and 4th primaries equal and longest, both emarginated on outer 
web; 2nd shorter by 1 mm.; 5th, 6th and 7th shorter by 2.5, 7 and 
10.5 mm. respectively; 1st primary minute, 8 mm. shorter than longest 
primary covert. The following measurements were taken: 

Wing (chord) 75 mm. Bill (from skull) 16.5 mm. 
Tail c. 5 5 mm. Bill (from feathers) 11.5 mm. 
Tarsus 19.5 mm. Hind claw 6 mm. 

Total length approximately 5^ inches 
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A-ge and sex 
The bird showed no white tipping to the inner webs of the outer two 
to four retrices. Lack of this tipping is considered by Eaton (1957) 
to be characteristic of birds in first-winter plumage. The sexes are 
alike at all times of the year. In size, females tend to average smaller 
than males but there is a considerable overlap, within which the 
measurements of the St. Agnes bird fall. The question of subspecific 
identification is discussed below. 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE SPECIES 
The Northern Waterthrush is a common and characteristic nesting 
bird near lakes, rivers and other waters in the northern part of the 
New World. Its breeding range spans the whole of Canada, Alaska 
and Newfoundland, and includes the north-eastern United States. In 
autumn it migrates through the United States, the main passage on the 
Adantic coast being in August, and birds winter from Florida south 
to the tropics (Bent 1953). 

Four subspecies have been described. By virtue of its yellowish 
superciliary stripe and under-parts, it seems probable that the St. 
Agnes bird belonged to either the nominate race, which occupies most 
of the eastern part of the breeding range, or the race uliginosus which 
nests in Newfoundland (Burleigh and Peters 1938). However, in a 
recent detailed study of the races of the Northern Waterthrush, Eaton 
(loc. cit.) considers the species to be monotypic in view of its clinal and 
rather slight geographical variation, and the taxonomic position of the 
St. Agnes individual is therefore probably unimportant. 

WEATHER CONDITIONS 
On St. Agnes the wind had been westerly and strong for some days 
preceding the bird's arrival. Virtually no migration was recorded 
and, apart from the Waterthrush, the only fresh arrivals on 30th 
September were two Lapland Buntings (Calcarius lapponicus). The 
chief feature of the Atlantic synoptic charts at this time was a deep 
depression which moved slowly eastwards from Labrador to Ireland, 
giving rise to the westerly winds which were especially strong in the 
30 hours before the bird's arrival. Fig. 1 shows the track of the centre 
of the depression as a continuous line; the dotted line is the trajectory 
of the air at sea-level which reached Scilly at 0900 hours on 30th 
September (and which, incidentally, would have been the bird's track 
had it been transported passively down-wind). This trajectory clearly 
shows that the existing weather conditions gave the bird considerable 
assistance if it did fly the Atlantic unaided. Beyond this, however, 
it is impossible to reach any firm conclusions regarding the bird's 
crossing. 

5i5 



F r c I . Atlantic weather preceding the observation of a Northern Waterthrush (Seiurus noveboracensis) on St. Agnes, Isles of Scilly, 30th 
September-i2th October 1958. The continuous line shows the track of the centre of a depression which moved eastwards from Labrador 
towards the end of September. The trajectory of the air at sea-level across the Atlantic which reached the Isles of Scilly at 0900 hours on the 
30th is shown by the dotted line. The loop is explained by the fact that the air moving more quickly than the centre of the depression became 

caught up in the cyclonic circulation of the low pressure system 
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Baird et al. (1959) have shown that during the autumn of 1958 
Northern Waterthrushes were more numerous on the eastern sea-board 
of the United States than in the previous year, but that, in common 
with other migrants, they were scarce or absent during 26th-28th 
September when the whole coast was under the influence of a cloud 
belt and high winds associated with the hurricane "Helene". Drift 
from the United States coast in this period seems to have been im
probable, and in the unlikely event of the bird making the crossing 
in less than 30 hours or more than four days—necessary if it left 
later than the evening of the 28th, or earlier than the 26th—we must 
assume that it started its journey further north, perhaps from New
foundland. Ship-assisted passage cannot be ruled out. Indeed, if 
the bird did leave the United States coast before the 26th it must have 
boarded, and found sufficient food on, an eastward-bound ship to 
have survived. In this respect it is perhaps not without interest to 
mention that liners from both New York and Montreal passed St. 
Agnes the night before the bird was found. 

FIELD-CHARACTERISTICS 
The Northern Waterthrush is distinctive in appearance and cannot be 
confused with any European bird. Confusion may, however, be 
possible with another New World species, the Louisiana Waterthrush 
(S. motacilla), which has not been recorded in Europe, and which has 
more whitish under-parts and eye-stripe and an unspotted throat 
(see Hollom i960). Although actually one of the American warblers 
(Parulidae), the Northern Waterthrush bears a superficial resemblance 
to a diminutive Song Thrush (Tardus philomelos), while its general 
behaviour, coloration and size recall a pipit (Anthus spp.). In fact, 
both Rock Pipits on the shore and Robins (Jirithacus rubecula) in the 
fields showed aggressive behaviour towards the St. Agnes bird. At 
all times this individual was extremely tame, frequently approaching 
to within five or six feet of sitting observers and enabling photographs 
to be taken down to this range (plate 59). When alarmed it normally 
flew into the lower part of a dense tamarisk hedge, but otherwise it 
was seen only on the ground or in the air, when its flight was straight 
and direct. The uniformly dark upper-parts appeared almost blackish 
in flight. The heavily striped under-parts, especially the flanks, and 
the striking eye-stripe were noticeable features on the ground, and 
the regular bobbing action of the tail quite characteristic. A call-note, 
frequently uttered, particularly in flight, was a loud explosive spik, 
with some resemblance to that of a Grey Wagtail (Alotacilla cinerea). 
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P L A T E 5 9. Northern Waterthrush (Seiurus noveboracensis), Isles of Scilly, Septem
ber-October 1958 (pages 513-518). This small, plump and pipit-like American 
warbler, olive-brown above and yellowish streaked with brown below, fed on flies on 
rotting seaweed. Note the yellowish-buff superciliary stripe {photos: R. E. Emmet/) 
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