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ABSTRACT A Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus 
was present at Charlton's Pond, Billingham, Cleveland, during 
at least 11th January to 26th April 1989. It had probably arrived 
in early December 1988, when sightings began to be reported of 
a strange cormorant showing characteristics somewhat 
intermediate between Great Cormorant P. carbo and Shag P. 
aristotelis. This occurrence has been accepted by both the British 
Birds Rarities Committee and the British Ornithologists' Union 
Records Committee as the first record of this North American 
species for Britain & Ireland; it is, indeed, also the first for the 
Western Palearctic. 
As it is usual to see the occasional Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo on my 
patch (Charlton's Pond in Billingham, Cleveland) during the winter months, one 
present sporadically from early December 1988 into January 1989 received no 
more than a cursory glance both from me and from several other birders, 
including several latterly looking for potential 'year ticks'. During this period, 
however, a birder leaving the pond mentioned to me in passing that there was a 
Shag P. aristotelis perched on the floating island. This piece of information 
immediately grabbed my attention as I had never seen a Shag on the reserve, of 
which I was at that time voluntary warden; my notorious interest in Charlton's 
Pond and my somewhat sedentary nature being the butt of some gentle leg-
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Plates 72-76. Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus, Charlton's Pond, 
Billingham, Cleveland, January 1989 {top two, Robin Chittenden; third, Jeff Youngs; fourth, with 
Great Cormorant P. carbo, photographer not known; bottom, Robin Chittenden) 
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pulling over the years, I duly raced off to see the bird. On reaching the causeway 
between the two ponds, I observed the raft from a distance of some 300 m and 
saw the bird perched on the island. From that range, it was indeed a potential 
contender for Shag, so I made my way down the path on the east side of the 
Pond, which brought me to a position only some 100 m from the bird. I then 
observed it through my 8X40 binoculars and found myself looking at a 
Cormorant. Either we had both made a mistake or the Shag had flown off. I 
quickly scanned the Pond and left the area, cursing my bad luck. A few days later, 
a second birder reported seeing a Shag on the Pond. Thinking that the bird had 
returned, I again made my way to the east side of the Pond and again found 
myself looking at a Cormorant. This was getting ridiculous! What was going on? 
From the causeway, it looked like a Shag, but on closer examination was 
obviously a Cormorant. Now that I took the time to have a look at it for more 
than a few seconds, however, it did look small, but still had the jizz of Cormorant. 
Perhaps it was oiled, or was a small individual? It was only then that I started to 
scrutinise the bird with any real interest. What struck me immediately was the 
pattern of dark-and-light coloration on the underparts. While never having 
studied juvenile Great Cormorants particularly closely, I did realise that they had 
a dark upper breast and were paler below, the opposite of this individual. Once 
again, the oiled-bird theory came into play, or was it perhaps one of the European 
subspecies? Being by this time mildly interested, I decided to refer to field guides, 
and subsequently found that the variation in colour was very wide indeed, but 
pale upper underparts and dark lower underparts did not fit any juvenile 
variations. I was somewhat confused and decided to bring my 'scope the following 
day and peruse the bird more closely. It was then that I noticed the rather 
extensive yeEowish coloration on the bill and gular pouch. 

Having made some crude field sketches, I went home and referred to the 
European field guides, looking specifically at all plumages of Great Cormorant 
and Shag, paying particular attention to flesh configuration on face, and head 
shape. I ended up even more confused. The shape and extent of bare parts 
made it a Great Cormorant, but the absence of white (apart from a thin line 
bordering the gular pouch) was more like Shag. One idea I entertained was 
'Shagorant': literally a Shag X Great Cormorant hybrid. I pored through my 
books, but could find no evidence of this ever occurring. If it was a hybrid, 
what would it look like? This bird was almost certainly nearer to Shag in 
general size, but more thickset, with a stout neck; the rump was more rounded 
in shape and like Shag, this being accentuated by the bird being in tail moult. 
In flight it had a distinct kink in the neck, more obvious when coming in to 
land (on taking off, the effort seemed to iron out this feature somewhat); the 
head was held above the level of the body in relaxed flight but the neck 
drooped. The underparts were blotchy brown, paler on the upper breast; on 
the closed wing, the wing-coverts were large compared with those of Great 
Cormorant and fewer in number; a pale centre to each feather gave a very 
scaly appearance; there was a secondary missing from the right wing. I was 
able to count eight outer tail feathers, but only four inners, which I estimated 
to be some 2V2 inches (6 cm) shorter. The bill shape was that of a Great 
Cormorant, but looked more elongated owing to the long, orange gular pouch 
of this bird. This effect was further accentuated by a thin orange stripe from 
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the base of the upper mandible to the eye. The head shape appeared to be 
intermediate between Great Cormorant and Shag, rising fairly steeply from the 
base of the upper mandible and then sloping back to the crown. The eyes 
appeared bluish when seen head-on, the coloration and distribution of bare 
flesh gave a spectacled appearance, and everything seemed to be pointing to 
Double-crested Cormorant P. auritus. The gular pouch was, however, 
bordered with a thin white line of feathers, which led me to consider the 
possibility of Neotropic (Olivaceous) Cormorant P. olivaceus. The gape 
appeared to be white with a hint of pink. Feet and legs were black. When 
swimming with a Great Cormorant, it looked like a scaled-down version of mat 
species, both in body shape and in angle of bill. 

While I was watching the bird swimming with a Great Cormorant on 30th 
January, it adopted a strange diving pattern, following the Great Cormorant 
some 4 or 5 feet (1.2-1.5 m) behind, and slightly offset. Every time that the 
Great Cormorant dived, it would also dive, about two seconds later. This 
synchronised diving lasted about a minute and was so precise that the two birds 
appeared to be tied together. 

On the evening of 30th January 1989, I telephoned M. A. Blick and we 
discussed the day's observations. During this discussion he informed me that 
one distinctive feature of Double-crested Cormorant was the feeding pattern we 
had observed that day. I was by nowr personally convinced that the bird was a 
Double-crested Cormorant, by virtue of both my previous observations and the 
information from MAB about the feeding behaviour. We jointly agreed to 
release news of the bird's identity. The following day, a number of birders duly 
arrived, including T. Francis, R. Little, D. J. Britton and M. Hallom, who all 
had previous experience of this species in North America. They concluded that 
the bird was indeed a Double-crested Cormorant. The bird was subsequently 
seen by at least 1,400 other birders and photographed by many, including 
Robin Chittenden, David Cottridge, Brian Little, David Tipling, Steve Young, 
Jeff Youngs and Pete Wheeler {Brit. Birds 82: plates 180-182; 89: plates 72-
76). I made almost daily observations until it was last seen on 26th April 1989; 
it may have reappeared briefly on the morning of 16th June 1989. 

The bird was often reluctant to fly on windless days, and, on the few 
occasions when these conditions prevailed, it became very agitated, swimming 
up and down, apparently casting about for some wind into which to take off. 

The record of Double-crested Cormorant has been accepted for the dates 
11th January to 26th April 1989 by both the British Ornithologists' Union 
Records Committee {Ibis 135: 220) and the British Birds Rarities Committee 
{Brit. Birds 86: 453-454). While the record was still being assessed, M. A. Blick 
wrote a short account of the occurrence (Blick 1989) and photographs were 
published in British Birds (82: 180-182). 
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Rob Hume, Chairman of the BBRC, has commented: 
'This was a difficult identification and full credit goes to Terry Williams for 
finding the bird, and to the few observers who provided information and 
photographers whose results helped to add further weight to the evidence. In 
particular, of the members of the BBRC at the time, D. J. Britton provided very 
detailed descriptions and invaluable discussion and deserves great credit for his 
part in the story. C. D. R. Heard also discussed the identification characters and 
pitfalls thoroughly in the initial circulation of the record and various other 
comments by Committee members, especially Keith Vinicombe, are made use 
of here. 

'Identification of Double-crested Cormorant was covered in detail by Alstrom 
(1991) and an account of the Cleveland record was published soon after the 
occurrence (Blick 1989). The following additional points refer to those made in 
submitted descriptions and in comments and discussion during BBRC and 
BOURC circulations. 

'Regarding size and shape, there is no simple rule: Double-crested Cormorant 
overlaps with Great Cormorant, which itself overlaps in some measurements with 
Shag. Great Cormorants of the race sinensis are smaller than those of the 
nominate race, with juveniles having a significantly longer tail and more slender 
bill (BWP). In terms of shape and jizz, the sometimes mooted "neck-crook" of 
Double-crested is now generally regarded as an unreliable distinction from Great, 
being characteristic of Double-crested in many circumstances but variable and 
dependent on posture for both species. 

'The colour of the gular/loral skin is extremely variable on Great Cormorant. 
The Cleveland Double-crested was variously described as having "chrome-
yellow" to "orange" skin (the gular skin most strongly orange in dull light, DJB). 
Immature Great Cormorant can have a "blood-orange" gular pouch (CDRH) 
and vivid yellow to orange loral skin. The extent to which the yellow-orange 
colour extends to the bill on Double-crested is distinctive and is well shown in 
photographs of the Cleveland individual. A dark line on the lores separating the 
yellow skin above from the throat beneath seems characteristic of Double-crested, 
but the feathers in this area on Great Cormorant are very fine filoplumes and are 
subject to wear, so the dark line on Double-crested may also wear away (KEV), 
accounting for its indistinctness on some photographs. 

'The shape of the gular feathering can be a difficult feature to use in the field: 
the central point of the chin feathering on Great Cormorant may be difficult to 
see (CDRH), while sinensis has less feathering under the chin and at the sides of 
the throat than does carbo; this is a variable feature on carbo and we need to know 
more about the extent of the variability, although there is no suggestion that the 
squared, cut-off shape on Double-crested varies significantly. 

'Compared with the Cleveland Double-crested, Great Cormorants nearby, 
examined by DJB, had less exposed gular skin (about one-third bill length), of a 
paler colour, with a long area of grey-white under the bill, whereas the Double-
crested had yellow on the throat more than half of the bill length and extending 
right along the underside of the bill (DJB). The yellow beneath the bill was visible 
when the bird turned its head or, from in front, when it raised its bill, but in a 
normal side view it was hardly detectable. 

'The feathering along the edge of the gular skin was pale, whitish only in a thin 



British Birds, vol. 89, no. 4, April 1996 167 

line, which seems unlikely to be matched by Great Cormorant, which normally 
has much more extensive pale feathering in this area. 

'The bill shape was questioned by some observers as being relatively thick, 
rectangular or parallel-sided, while Double-crested typically has a narrow-waisted 
shape to its bill. This seems genuinely to have been the case, although references 
to particular photographs to support this view were confused by the fact that the 
pictures showed the cormorant with its bill held slightly open and therefore 
apparently deeper than was actually the case. The bill shape and the presence of 
some pale feathering on the throat, albeit in a very thin band, are the only real 
substance for suggestions of hybrid origin for the Cleveland bird, which otherwise 
seems highly unlikely. The white throat band is in fact a normal feature of 
immature Double-cresteds in Texas (KEV). The idea of a hybrid being produced 
in North America, itself unlikely, followed by its vagrancy to Europe, seems 
improbably remote. Dr D. T. Parkin has pointed out that a more likely (but still 
improbable) possibility is for a Double-crested Cormorant to arrive as a vagrant, 
undetected, and pair with a Great Cormorant in Europe (in much the same way 
as the Fame Islands Lesser Crested Tern Sterna bengalensis has paired and bred 
with a Sandwich Tern S. sandvicensis), producing locally bred hybrid young. 
Nevertheless, there are no reasonable grounds for suspecting that the Cleveland 
cormorant was anything other than a pure Double-crested. 

'The Cleveland Double-crested had blackish-grey legs, with dark-grey webs, 
paler toes and white, or greyish-white, claws, whereas Great Cormorants nearby 
had toes and webs of similar tone (or toes darker) and dark claws (DJB). 
Photographs of Double-cresteds reveal dark claws, and these differences, although 
genuine, may be of little significance. 

'The number of tail feathers is a particularly "concrete" feature if it can be fully 
established. The Cleveland individual had the central four feathers short-grown 
(two on the left side short and rounded; one on the right slightly longer than these 
and more pointed, the other much shorter). These were still not fully grown on 
7th April at least (DJB). The tail clearly showed 12 feathers, the outer four on 
each side full-grown (those on the right looking abraded to sharp points while 
those on the left looked blunt, DJB). A single inner primary was missing from the 
right wing (DJB). 

'AlstrOm (1991) suggested that a pale breast/dark belly contrast is characteristic 
of Double-crested, but "second-winter" Great Cormorants can show a similar 
effect, with new, dark belly feathers contrasting with old, brownish breast feathers 
(KEV). 

'Considering all the information, there were never any arguments against the 
identification other than the speculative one concerning its possibly being a 
hybrid. Hundreds of observers tested their skills and optical equipment on the 
bird concerned, but the information in the BBRC file ensured acceptance, even 
had it not stayed for a long period. The clear descriptions of the colour and 
pattern of the bill, lores and gular pouch and the structure of the tail allowed 
acceptance of the identification on a single circulation. 

'As a particularly useful contribution to the file, D. J. Britton's drawings (fig. 
1, on page 168) and description (slighdy edited) are added here: 
Watched at 50 m in Optolyth 30 X 80 telescope a firm conclusion on identification. Not seen 
for six hours. Took over two hours to come to with Great Cormorant or Shag. 



168 Williams: Double-crested Cormorant: new to the Western Palearctic 

Fig. 1. Notes on Cleveland Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus supplied 
during circulation to the British Birds Rarities Committee (D. J. Britton) 

GENERAL APPEARANCE Smallish cormorant. 
Neck quite thick, but seemed short. General 
colour dirty greyish-brown with some patchy 
paler feathers on breast. Rump and mantle 
very uniform, dark. Forehead shape smoothly 
sloping, slightly rounded, more like Great 
Cormorant than Shag, but at times showed 
short, steep forehead more like Shag. Precise 
details of head/bill and tail feathers crucial. 

HEAD AND BILL Eye lovely emerald-green with 
black pupil. Facial skin extended to eye, dark 
intense ochre-yellow with faint orange tint at 
times. Rear border line of yellow extended 
back and down from eye at about 45°. Extent 
of yellow along throat over half bill length and 
extended right along underside of bill. 
Feathers adjoining base of gular patch pale-
tipped, giving a thin off-white line along base 
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of yellow. Yellow slightly deeper at rear than 
front. 
Upper mandible dark grey, grading to whitish-
grey at cutting edge. Lower mandible very 
pale grey. In profile, a slight yellow tinge at 
times (perhaps reflection or the yellow 
underside showing). 

UPPERPARTS Dirty greyish-brown. No green 
tinge on mantle, rump or scapulars at any 
time. Wing-coverts at times showed slight 
green sheen (contrasting with scapulars). 
When wings raised, flight feathers showed 
slight green sheen. Wing-covert feathers much 
smaller than scapulars, with neat, very thin 
dark brown edges and pointed tips (points at 
angle of 55° or 60°). Scapulars graded to paler 
tips and had fine dark shaft lines (not quite 
reaching feather tips); later seen to have thin, 
neat, dark greenish-grey outline. Primary 
coverts had thin off-white tips. From rear, 
head and neck darker than body, not obvious 
in profile. 

UNDERPARTS Deep dirty greyish-brown with 
odd pale mottlings (seemingly on feather 
bases). Generally uniform but patchier on 
breast. Vent a deeper brown. Underwing 
uniform and very brown. "Armpits" a lovely 
deep brown. A single white feather around 

primary-coverts region. When flapped wings, 
showed very pale primary bases. Upper flanks 
deep dark green (wet?), extending in wedge 
down to thighs. 

TAIL FEATHERS Clearly 12 feathers. Outer four 
each side seemed fully grown (right four 
abraded to pointed tips, left four blunt-
tipped). Middle four very short and oddly 
shaped. 

LEGS Dark blackish-grey. Stout. 
FEET Webs dark grey. Outer toe very long, 
producing exaggerated foot shape. Oddly, 
right foot less exaggerated than left foot. Toes 
paler grey than webs. Claws white or very pale 
greyish. 

MOUTH When open, roof whitish, but base 
reddish. Point of open mouth exactly 
coincided with rear edge of yellow-ochre gular 
area. 

IN FLIGHT Neck angled up near base in heron
like kink. Short central tail feathers obvious. At 
least one missing primary on right wing. 
BEHAVIOUR Dived without Shag-like leap (just 
sank). Swam with head angled upwards at 20°. 
One burst of about 20 very short, agitated 
dives with mouth slightly open.' 

Dr David T. Parkin, Chairman of the BOURC has commented: 'More than one 
member of the BOURC remarked that it was especially fortunate that this bird 

Fig. 2. Summer distribution of Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus 
(reproduced by permission of Academic Press from Price, Droege & Price, 1995, Summer 
Atlas of North American Birds) 
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remained at Charlton's Pond for so long: not only did it allow many observers to 
catch up with it, but it also ensured that observers could debate many of the 
critical features while it was still in residence. The many excellent photographs 
also assisted both committees in reaching their decision. 

'This is not a rare bird in eastern North America, although its numbers have 
fluctuated in recent historical times. It was reported as increasing dramatically in 
the Great Lakes (up 450%) between 1977 and 1980 (Scharf & Shugart, 1981, 
American Birds 35: 910-911) and in Nova Scotia (up almost 300%) between 1971 
and 1982 (Milton & Austin-Smith, 1983, Colonial Waterbirds 6: 130-138). It is 
migratory, with populations wintering in the southern USA. Although it is an 
inshore species, there are records from Bermuda, the Bahamas and Sable Island, 
so it is capable of crossing the ocean. As Tim Inskipp had no record of the species 
ever being advertised in the aviary-bird press, the likelihood of captive origin 
seemed very remote, and the record was accepted as being of a wild bird on a 
single circulation to the BOURC. 

'One member expressed concern that this bird should have arrived on the east 
coast of Britain. Teesmouth is, however, a major sea terminal, and the possibility 
of assisted passage is not ruled out. This does not affect the decision, and the 
species was admitted to Category A of the British & Irish List (Ibis 135: 220).' 

The inclusion with this paper of plates 72-76 in colour has been 
subsidised by support from Carl Zeiss Ltd, sponsor of the British 
Birds Rarities Committee. 
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