
Bay-breasted Warbler in Cornwall: 
new to Britain and Ireland 
David Ferguson 
The morning of 1st October 1995 was sunny, warm and windy, a cheery contrast 
to the thick mist that had shrouded our arrival at our holiday cottage near Sennen 
Cove, Cornwall, the previous afternoon. As I had never been to Land's End, Jo 
Wayte and I decided that the morning would be spent walking along the cliff path 
from the cottage to Land's End, then walking back. At about 10.00 BST, when 
we were about 200 m from First and Last House, I noticed a small bird about 
10 m away in the short turf on the landward side of the path. It had its back to 
me, but I could see that it was warbler-like, had a bright green back, blackish 
wings with brilliant white double wing-bars and equally bright white edges to its 
tertials. After a few seconds of complete confusion, when most of the West 
Palearctic warblers flashed through my brain, I realised that I did not know what 
it was, which meant that, whatever it was, it was rare. 

As well as my 'scope and binoculars, I carry a video-camera when I am birding. 
This underrated piece of kit can produce a picture under almost any conditions 
and can be used with a telescope to produce very high-magnification images. 
Within seconds, I had the telescope set up and was frantically pointing the 
camcorder through it at the bird. The resulting few seconds of blurred and shaky 
video were the product of about five minutes' effort. I gave up this idea, frustrated 
by an erratically moving bird and the force 5, westerly wind. I took a safety shot 
using the 1.4X converter and then we cautiously followed the bird as it hopped 
towards the buildings at Land's End. 

During this period of relative tranquility, I realised that the bird must be a 
North American wood-warbler, and that the lack of eye-stripe and supercilium, 
and the double wing-bars meant that it was a Dendroica warbler. I was on fairly 
familiar ground here. I have seen almost all the Dendroica warblers in North 
America, although not usually in immature plumage. I realised that I was in fact 
amongst the 'Confusing Fall Warblers' of Peterson (1934). 

The most likely candidate was Blackpoll Warbler D. striata, the most frequent 
North American warbler on this side of the Atlantic, but this bird did not look 
right. It was incredibly bright; indeed, it displayed startling colours. Later, Jo, who 
is unimpressed by rarities, described it as one of the prettiest birds she had ever 
seen, and as having a plumage that seemed to be from two different birds: the 
top half one colour-scheme (green, white, and grey-blue) and the bottom half 
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another (buff and pink). Apart from its brightness, the bird had dark legs and 
buff undertail-coverts, and, when I noticed these features, the awesome possibility 
that it was a Bay-breasted Warbler D. castanea entered my thoughts. 

I knew about the Bay-breasted Warbler/Blackpoll Warbler/Pine Warbler D. 
pinus confusion trio and its problems because, 33 years earlier in the Rocky 
Mountains of Colorado, where all of these warblers are rare, I had found an 
immature bird which was one of the three, and which I identified to my own 
satisfaction as a Bay-breasted. So, I knew that dark legs, buff undertail-coverts 
and bright white wing-bars indicate Bay-breasted, although I now know (after the 
event) that the first two features are unreliable. 

The immediate task, however, was to get a good video of the bird. I know from 
experience that field notes are no match for a video recording when trying to 
convince a rarities committee that a bird is what you say it is. We were staying 
about 30 m behind the bird, so as not to disturb it, but this was too far away for 
a decent video. I was just hoping that it would stop moving and then let me get 
closer. The opportunity occurred when it came to the low dry-stone wall that runs 
inland from First and Last House. The bird hopped to the leeward side of the 
wall and sheltered at its base from the wind. This was the moment. 

Guided by Jo, who had stayed at the end of the wall with both me and the bird 
in sight, I walked down the opposite side of the wall, sufficiently far from it to be 
out of sight of the bird, until I was on a level with the bird. Then, camera at the 
ready, I walked to the wall until I could see a bright green head and a dark eye. 
The next 20 seconds of video show the bird hopping slowly away from me. I 
obtained another short sequence when the bird stopped in the lee of a large rock, 
but it was disturbed by someone walking on the path behind me and it flew to 
the other side of the wall, the only time that I saw it fly. 

While this was happening, the sun disappeared behind menacing clouds, and 
it began to rain. Within a few minutes it was torrential. The bird had returned to 
the wall, where it sheltered in a hole. As we were not wearing weather-proof 
clothing, we decided to shelter at First and Last House, only 100 m away, having 
been observing the bird for about 45 minutes. We stood outside the building, but 
out of the rain, watching the spot where we knew that the bird was. After ten 
minutes, the rain eased off and we returned to the area where the bird had been 
last seen. To my astonishment and consternation, it had disappeared. 

One possibility was that the bird had died. Although it was often quite lively, 
it also had periods when, finding somewhere out of the wind, it would remain 
stationary for several minutes with its eyes half-closed. It looked, indeed, as if it 
had just flown across the Atlantic, making landfall at Land's End that morning. 
If it had died, the obvious place to look was in the wall, but we found nothing. 
An extensive and prolonged search of the surrounding area was equally fruitless. 

For all this time, although there were plenty of tourists around, we had not seen 
any other birders. Watching the helicopters flying past on their way to the Isles 
of Stilly - no doubt full of birders - was an incredibly frustrating experience. 
Eventually, I decided that the time had come to give up any hope that help would 
arrive and we ended the search. Although we had money and there was a phone 
nearby, I did not have any 'Birdline' numbers with me. I also was not entirely 
sure of the identity of the bird. We trudged back to our cottage at Cam Towan, 
on the far side of Sennen Cove. 
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I had two field guides with me: Jonsson (1992) and Lewington et al. (1991). 
Between them, these two books describe every bird to have been recorded in 
Europe. I had not seriously considered the possibility of finding a first for the 
Western Palearctic and had left my North American field guides at home. Within 
seconds, I had dismissed all the North American warblers illustrated, then read 
the description of Bay-breasted Warbler in Lewington et al. It matched exactly 
the bird I had seen. 

I now decided to make the phone call, but I discovered that the phone at the 
cottages did not work. We returned to Land's End, had another quick search for 
the bird, then made the call. It seemed prudent to describe the bird as 'a 
Dendroica warbler, probably Bay-breasted', as there was the slight possibility that 
it was another warbler species that was also not illustrated in my field guides. We 
returned home on 7th October, when I immediately grabbed the National 
Geographic Society (1983) Field Guide to the Birds of North America and 
confirmed the identification. 

Description 
SIZE AND STRUCTURE Size of Garden Warbler blackish, with broad white tips. Secondaries 
Sylvia borin; compact; rather large, neckless and primaries blackish, with narrow blue-grey 
head; slightly notched tail. margins. Blackish tail, with two or three white 

spots on outer feathers, but these usually not 
PLUMAGE Head bright green. Narrow yellow- visible, 
green eye-ring broken by dark patch on front 
of and behind eye. Faint yellow-green loral BARE PARTS Bill fairly thin, pointed, pale grey, 
stripe. Mantle bright green, with faint streaks Legs dark grey. Eye dark and prominent, 
towards lower edge, but these usually not 
visible. Throat pale buff, shading to deeper HABITAT AND BEHAVIOUR The bird frequented 
buff on breast and belly. Flanks washed with the cliff top at Land's End, which has short 
pink. Undertail-coverts buff. No streaking on grass, a low stone wall, and outcrops of rocks, 
areas of buff. Rump grey. Median coverts It often appeared tired and would remain 
blue-grey, with feathers near shoulder with stationary for periods. Mostly, it fed in the 
broad white tips, forming short white wing- grass, progressing by hopping. It flew only 
bar. Greater coverts blackish, with white tips once, when it was disturbed by a walker. It did 
forming a second, longer wing-bar. Terrials not call at any time. 

Identification 

Although Bay-breasted, Blackpoll and Pine Warblers are considered to be 
confusion species, identification was fairly straightforward, helped by the unusually 
bright coloration of the bird. Pine Warbler can be eliminated by its dull, streaky 
appearance, while Blackpoll Warbler is a duller bird in female and immature 
plumages, is streaky, and has a fairly distinct supercilium. The throat and breast 
of Blackpoll are yellow-green, and it has no pink on the flanks. It usually has pale 
legs and white undertail-coverts, although sometimes the legs can be dark and the 
undertail-coverts buff. The margins of the remiges are yellow-green, not blue-grey. 
The value of this last feature seems to be underestimated in the literature, as it was 
quite easy to see on the Bay-breasted Warbler at Land's End. 

Age and sex 

The bird was obviously a first-winter. The grey rump suggested that it was a 
male, as first-winter females have an olive rump (Curson et al. 1994). The blue-
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• 153-155. Bay-breasted Warbler Dendroica castanea, Cornwall, October 1995 (from 
videotape by D. M. Ferguson, courtesy o/Birding Plus) 

grey median coverts may also suggest that the bird was a male, as does the 
exceptionally bright colouring. 

Distribution and migration 

Bay-breasted Warblers breed rather thinly in a narrow east-west band stretching 
from Nova Scotia and northern New England to the Northern Territories and 
northeast British Columbia. Population densities are highest in the extreme east 
(Price et al. 1995). The majority of the population migrate in the autumn through 
the Mississippi Valley and Appalachians to their wintering areas in Central and 
northern South America, although some follow the Atlantic coast (Curson et al. 
1994). This contrasts with Blackpoll Warbler migration, which is mostly along the 
Atlantic seaboard and may regularly be well out to sea. The main migration of 
Bay-breasted Warblers through North America takes place during the first half of 
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September, about four weeks before that of Blackpolls. The date of the bird's 
appearance at Land's End accords well with this. 

Weather conditions 

Between 22nd and 26th September, hurricane 'Marilyn' tracked offshore from the 
east coast of the United States, the last of three successive hurricanes (Coombes 
et al. 1996). This resulted in strong westerly airflows extending to northwest 
Europe, culminating in a westsouthwesterly gale on 30th September. In the wake 
of 'Marilyn', an unusually strong, cloudy, non-turbulent airflow was established 
across the Atlantic between 28th September and 1st October. 

During the period 29th September to 22nd October, 175 Monarch butterflies 
Danaus pkxippus were recorded in southern England, with 52 of them in 
Cornwall (Coombes et al. 1996). Simultaneously, there were near-record 
numbers of North American passerines and near-passerines discovered, 
beginning with a Tennessee Warbler Vermivora peregrina on 20th September, 
followed by a Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus on board MV Scilbnian III just off 
Land's End on 30th (Nightingale & Allsopp 1996). It seems very likely that the 
butterflies and the birds had been assisted across the Atlantic by the exceptional 
weather conditions. Very similar weather conditions prevailed in the autumn of 
1968, when, again, large numbers of Monarchs and North American passerines 
were recorded in southwest England (Burton & French 1969). 
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Rob Hume, Chairman of the British Birds Rarities 
Committee, and David Parkin, Chairman of the British Ornithologists' Union 
Records Committee, have commented as follows: 

'This remarkable record came early in an exceptional period for Nearctic 
passerines in Britain. Despite what David Ferguson has written, both committees 
still believe that written descriptions and field-notes are crucial in the assessment 
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process. That being said, the video did of course strongly support the record (as 
do photographs in so many cases), and we would always say "the more evidence 
the better". It is very important to add to this "the more witnesses the better", as 
single-observer reports, although circumstances may sometimes make them 
unavoidable, are always more open to debate. 

'There was no problem with the identification of this bird, and BBRC members 
with experience of Bay-breasted Warblers in autumn stressed the bright throat, 
vivid upperpart colour, pink-buff wash to the flanks, and bold wing-bars (the 
greater-covert bar broadening inwards) on blackish wings and well-defined tertial 
edgings that are typical of this species. They did, however, doubt the wisdom of 
trying to age or sex this individual in the field. 

'Single-observer reports are always scrutinised more carefully by the BOURC, 
and the Committee makes every effort to investigate them very thoroughly (see 
Parkin 1996), in the interests of both the finder and the record. Skins are 
examined for evidence of tampering with the labels; and photographs of single-
observer records are analysed for evidence that might support the claimed 
location. Clearly, the existence of a video of the Bay-breasted Warbler is strongly 
supportive. There was no intention to impugn the integrity of the finder, but the 
Chairman of the BOURC considered that it was essential that the video should 
be analysed for evidence of fraud. The original tape had already been examined 
by the technical team at Birding Plus, who could find no evidence that it had been 
tampered with. It was also sent to Dr John Richards at the University of 
Newcastle upon Tyne, who is both a birder and a very experienced field botanist. 
Dr Richards reported that he was able to identify with certainty two plants in the 
frames that included the Bay-breasted Warbler. These are Red Fescue Festuca 
rubra and Ribwort Plantain Plantago lanceolata, both of which are very common 
grassland species in this country, and fully compatible with the film having been 
taken at Land's End. F. rubra is native to North America, but P. lanceolata is 
native only to Eurasia, although it has been introduced to North America. He 
considers it very unlikely that these two species would occur together in a film 
taken in North America. 

'Bay-breasted Warbler breeds across northern North America, and winters in 
tropical America. It is regular in small numbers on Sable Island in autumn, 
typically between mid August and mid September (McLaren 1981). Amos 
(1991) reported it as a "regular but generally uncommon" vagrant in Bermuda, 
with records from late August through into November. So, clearly, it is not averse 
to crossing the oceans, and is one of the earlier migrants through eastern North 
America. Robbins (1980) suggested that Bay-breasted was a possible contender 
for transatlantic vagrancy to Britain, but placed it well down on his list, alongside 
Wilson's Warbler Wilsonia pusilla and Northern Mockingbird Mimus polyglottos 
which have occurred, but below Connecticut Oporornis agilis and Black-throated 
Blue Warblers Dendroica caerukscens which have not. 

'This record of Bay-breasted Warbler was accepted in a single circulation by 
both committees, and has been admitted to Category A of the British List.' 

Inclusion of the documentary photographs (plates 153-155 on page 447) 
in colour has been subsidised by support from Carl Zeiss Ltd, sponsor of 
the British Birds Rarities Committee. 
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