
Mystery photographs 
A A Most—if not all—species have a characteristic 
0 0 field appearance derived from a combination of I 
plumage, stance and behaviour(including gait, wing 
movements, degree of shyness, preferred habitat and j 
so on). However well illustrated field guides may be, 
there is, therefore, no substitute for actually seeing a 
species in the flesh in its natural environment. Some 
photographs, however, can capture a bird in such a 
typical pose that someone unfamiliar with the species 
gains knowledge of its jizz which will prove useful 
when it is encountered for the first time. Last month's 
mystery photograph (plate 5), part of which is 
repeated here, was one such valuable photographic 
portrait . 

Newcomers to seawatching with little experience of J 
the large shearwaters sometimes find it difficult to identify distant 
individuals. One problem is that—unlike Great Shearwater Puffinus 
gravis—Cory's Shearwater Calonectris diomedea lacks major distinctive 
features (see Brit. Birds 71: plate 88). 'Large shearwaters' at long range, 
therefore, with few features observed, are regarded as 'probable Cory's' or 
'unidentified Great/Cory's ' ; in fact the majority are usually Fulmars 
Fulmarus glacialis, which, especially in gale or near-gale conditions, tower in 
the manner often said to be diagnostic of Cory's Shearwater, but which 
Great also adopts in such weather (Brit. Birds 61: 571-572). The Great 
Shearwater does sometimes have quicker, stiffer wingbeats than those of 
the generally more langorous Cory's, but flight appearance varies with 
wind direction and force and sea conditions. The Great Shearwater does, 
however, have very distinctive characteristics which are visible at long 
range or in the appalling drizzling misty conditions in which they most 
often come close inshore. Most of these features are shown perfectly in 
Frank Wille's photograph of two Great Shearwaters off Greenland in July 
1975 (plate 5). The clearly defined dark cap contrasts with the white cheek 
and throat and looks as if it is tipped forward; the dark bill is also an easy 
distinction from Cory's. Dark shoulder marks, which recall those of a Black 
Tern Chlidonias niger in juvenile or winter plumage, emphasise the white 
which usually extends as a complete collar around behind the black cap. In 
close views, or in good visibility, it may be possible to observe that Great 
has mainly blackish outer wing and secondary bar, contrasting with the 
generally brownish remainder of the upperwing; on Cory's, the inner wing 
lacks the contrasting darker trailing edge. Cory's, as well as Great, 
may have white on its uppertail-coverts, so this field character is valueless; 
the Great 's diagnostic dark belly patch is seen in field-guide paintings far 
more often than on a living bird offshore. The mainly white underwing of 
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Great Shearwater often shows blackish markings on the axillaries and 
flanks, lacking in Cory's. The head pattern, however, is so clear that 
identification should seldom be a problem. J T R S 

24. Mystery photograph 39. Identify the species. Answer next month 


