
In the Recent reports section of the February
2009 issue of BB, a photograph of a goose taken
at Wells, Norfolk, by Gary Thoburn (plate 73) is
captioned as being an adult ‘Black Brant’ Branta
bernicla nigricans. From experience gleaned
through the years in north Norfolk, I would say
that the bird is in fact an intergrade – between a
dark-bellied Brent Goose Branta b. bernicla and
a ‘Black Brant’. The bird is too grey on the back
and breast/upper belly for a typical Black Brant,
despite having a well-marked white neck-collar
and flank patch that would suggest that form. In
north Norfolk, mixed pairings of Black Brants
and dark-bellied Brents with hybrid offspring
have been noted at Burnham Deepdale/
Burnham Norton in January–February 2001
(with four hybrid juveniles), Wells/Holkham in
the winter of 2004/05 (with two hybrid
juveniles) and in the winter of 2005/06 (with

three hybrid juveniles) (Bloomfield &
McCallum 2001; Norfolk Bird Reports
2001–2007). Since then there have been at least
three returning birds showing mixed characters
such as those depicted in plate 73 (good neck-
collars and flank patches but far too grey on
upperparts and breast) in the Burnham area and
at least two (but maybe more) in the
Wells/Holkham area, one of which is the bird
portrayed in BB. With mixed breeding
seemingly occurring more regularly than
previously suspected, the pitfall of intergrades is
something that certainly needs to be considered
when confronted by a likely Black Brant
candidate.

Reference

Bloomfield,A., & McCallum, J. Changing fortunes of the
Black Brant. Birding World 14: 66–68.

213© British Birds 102 • April 2009 • 213–215

Letters
Black Brants and the problem of intergrades
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EDITORIAL COMMENT We apologise for the incorrect labelling of the photograph, which was an
editorial mistake. As Andrew Bloomfield suggests, the issue of intergrades, which may appear
superficially very similar to genuine Black Brants, is potentially a significant identification pitfall,
especially in areas where the ancestry of such birds is not as well known as in north Norfolk, and where
observers are not able to examine the birds in such detail and in a range of conditions. Andy Stoddart
has commented that, in the field, the two Wells intergrades showed marginally weaker black-and-white
contrast than a ‘pure’ Black Brant present in the area at the same time, while the mantle and underparts
of these birds lacked the characteristic mahogany/dark earth-brown tones of a typical Black Brant,
instead being subtly glazed with grey. Nonetheless, these intergrades could appear extremely similar to
Black Brant depending on light conditions and viewing distance. Particularly in areas where such
intergrades were not known or suspected to occur, an individual such as this, with striking neck-collar
and flank patch, could easily be passed off as the real thing unless examined carefully. This seems a
timely reminder to observers and editors for caution over the identification of putative Black Brants!
Eds

The curious case of the disappearing storm-petrel
We were disappointed to read of the BOURC’s
decision to delete the 1911 Hampshire record of
Madeiran Storm-petrel Oceanodroma castro
from the British List (Brit. Birds 102: 104; Ibis
151: 224–230), not least because it largely fulfils
the criteria outlined by them for the acceptance
of such records, which they further stated are
not judged by modern standards (Collinson et
al. 2008). We believe that the case for the
Hampshire petrel is convincing, and worth

debating in the hope that the decision will be
reversed at some future date.

Munn (1912) wrote that the petrel, which
had been found dead on the beach at Milford-
on-Sea, Hampshire, on 19th November 1911 by
Roland Follett, had been passed to him by 
the Rev. J. E. Kelsall and later identified by 
W. R. Ogilvie-Grant. Follett was a 17-year-old
apprentice butcher living some 4 km from
Milford, at Ashley, near New Milton. As a



butcher by trade, he would have been familiar
with the various species of wild birds then
offered for sale, and thus would have realised
quickly that his find was something unusual.
Being a local man, Follett would also have
known that Kelsall, the rector of New Milton,
was an ornithologist of some repute. Kelsall was
co-author, with Munn, of the 1905 avifauna The
Birds of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, and it is
therefore understandable that Follett would take
the bird to Kelsall. There is no evidence that
money changed hands, though in any event
Kelsall was an unlikely target for fraud because,
unusually for that era, he did not collect either
specimens or birds’ eggs (Leach & Pratt 1993);
such a dastardly plot is anyway doubtful, given
Follett’s age and background.

Kelsall and Munn must surely have realised
that the corpse, which was fresh and thus
suggestive of local death (Kelsall & Coles 1913),
was that of a storm-petrel, though it was sent to
Ogilvie-Grant for specific identification.
Ogilvie-Grant was well qualified for the task, as
he worked in the ornithological section of the
British Museum and had also visited certain of
the Atlantic Islands (Mearns & Mearns 1988;
Clarke 2006) in pursuit of Madeiran Storm-
petrels and other seabirds (Saunders 1899).

The November date of the Hampshire
Madeiran Storm-petrel might seem unlikely, but
winter vagrancy has occurred elsewhere: one
was found moribund on the surface of a frozen
lake in central Finland in January 1993
(Nikander et al. 1994). Interestingly, the
Secretary of the Finnish Rare Birds Committee,
Aleksi Lehikoinen, has commented that most of
the (very few) observations of petrels in that
country have similarly been of grounded birds
in winter.

Two reasons have been given for deleting the
Hampshire record (Ibis 151: 225): that the
identification cannot be verified without a
description or specimen; and that there is no
indication as to whether the petrel died in
British waters. On the first point, even though
the Milford petrel cannot be found in any
museum collection (which suggests to us that it
was retained privately), Ogilvie-Grant’s museum
and field experience makes misidentification
inconceivable, while it is no surprise that, given
the era, no description was published. If the
BOURC does indeed refrain from judging old
records by modern standards, the lack of a
description should not tell against it. As for the
second point, it is seldom possible to prove that
any dead bird died exactly where it was found,
and the application of such a requirement
effectively consigns all such records to the
dustbin of history, whether or not a description
or specimen exists.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT ‘In response to Combridge & Wiseman’s final point, we take this opportunity to
restate that BOURC has no negative predisposition towards older (Category B) records. We reaffirm
that older records are not judged by modern standards (e.g. Collinson et al. 2008), though of course
these standards (ideally) cover a suite of points relating to all aspects of provenance. Certainly, Category
B records do not have to ‘jump through all the hoops’ but surely few would accept that a record does
not have to meet a minimum set of criteria to be acceptable.

‘Examples of Category B records recently reviewed and retained on the British List include those of
White-faced Storm-petrel Pelagodroma marina (a unique record from the Inner Hebrides, 1897),
Eskimo Curlew Numenius borealis (several records) and Red-necked Nightjar Caprimulgus ruficollis (a
unique record from Northumberland, 1856; BOU 2004, 2007, Melling 2009). These records do not fully



meet modern standards but nonetheless they have been retained after review; there is no purge.
‘The additional background information relating to Roland Follett is interesting but it does not

materially change the specific circumstances of the finding of the Hampshire bird, i.e. that it was found
dead on the beach.

‘Following the removal of the ‘Hastings’ records (Littlestone, Kent, 1895; Hythe, Kent, 1906),
Madeiran Storm-petrel was formerly on Category B by virtue of an Irish record, in Co. Mayo in 1931
(BOU 1971, 1992). When the Irish and British Lists were separated in 1998, the Hampshire record
defaulted to Category D3 (tideline corpses). Taxa allocated to D3 were flagged for a review of status
when D3 was subsequently abolished (Holmes et al. 1998). The outcome of one such review (of Black-
capped Petrel Pterodroma hasitata) has already been reported (BOU 2006). This continuing exercise was
alluded to in the BOURC Report to which Combridge & Wiseman refer (see statements on Common
Eider Somateria mollissima, Common Guillemot Uria aalge and Little Auk Alle alle; BOU 2009).

‘It is true that Ogilvie-Grant was a recognised expert on storm-petrels. This point was more than
adequately acknowledged in the comments by members of BOURC. Indeed, some members initially
argued that his expertise with the genus and declaration of the bird’s specific identity was sufficient
foundation for the record’s continued acceptance as O. castro. However, the taxonomy of the ‘Madeiran
petrel’ complex is likely to change (Bolton et al. 2008), and we have absolutely no way of checking which
taxon was involved. We recognise that although it is unlikely that he made a serious error in his
identification, an error by Ogilvie-Grant is not ‘inconceivable’. There are precedents for experts making
erroneous pronouncements, and the records of Moustached Warbler Acrocephalus melanopogon in
Britain are a case in point (Melling 2006). Irrespective of this view, we know that Ogilvie-Grant did not
notice that the bird he collected on the Azores on 25th April 1903 was different from O. castro; it is now
the holotype of a different taxon Oceanodroma monteiroi (Bolton et al. 2008).

‘Ogilvie-Grant’s credibility notwithstanding, the identification of the Hampshire bird cannot
therefore be assumed to be 100% certain.

‘We did not suggest that an available description would provide evidence of a bird dying in British
waters. The review of (former) Category D3 taxa is to determine whether there is sufficient evidence to
justify admittance of these taxa to the British List, considering that this category relates to birds that
have only been found dead on beaches. If the evidence is compelling, as in the case of Black-capped
Petrel, admittance will follow. There was no such compelling evidence for the Hampshire storm-petrel.

‘A number of BOURC members supported this record when it was first considered. The
circumstances were debated at length at the Committee meeting in June 2008 and it was eventually
unanimously agreed that it could no longer be supported for the following reasons: the identification
was not certain, and there was no proof that the bird died in British waters.’
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