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During the early afternoon of 10th October 1983, several people had 
brief views of an unusual hirundine on the islands of St Agnes and 

Gugh in the Isles of Scilly. Only Paul Vautrinot saw the bird well enough 
to make a detailed description, but it was of an unfamiliar species which 
he was unable to identify. Later in the afternoon, P. Morrison, M. Opie 
and D. N. Smith noticed a small flock of Swallows Hirundo rustica flying in 
off the sea on the eastern side of the Garrison, St Mary's. PM noticed that 
one bird in the flock was strikingly different in shape from the others, and 
had a pale orange-pink rump and collar. Their initial thought was that it 
must be a Red-rumped Swallow H. daurica, but, after better views of it 
circling overhead, they began to doubt this identification, and to consider 
the possibility of its being a hybrid. At this point, M. Andrew, R. E. Innes 
and I arrived. The swallow soon re-appeared, circled once overhead and 
settled on the roof of a building, where it perched (or, more accurately, lay 
exhausted with its wings drooped) for several minutes. As soon as I saw it, 
I realised that it was one of the species of swallow which I had seen in the 
USA in 1981, but what was its name? After a few minutes ' recollection, I 
was able to identify it as a Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota. 

The news spread quickly (and caused some confusion because many of 
the birders on the islands had never heard of this species), and by late 
afternoon a crowd of several hundred was enjoying excellent views of the 
swallow feeding low over the Garrison Wall. The following day, it moved 
to Lower Moors, and, during its stay, visited several parts of St Mary's, 
particularly favouring the Higher Moors and Longstones area. It was 
present until at least 27th October, and was closely observed and 
photographed {Brit. Birds 77: plates 14 & 15; 81: plate 216). 

The head pattern, lack of blue sheen on the upperparts and pale edges 
to the coverts and tertials indicated that it was a juvenile. Both Cliff 
Swallows and Cave Swallows P. fulva migrate south in the autumn in 
juvenile plumage, not moulting until they reach the wintering grounds. 

The breeding range of the Cliff Swallow extends from central Alaska 
east to Nova Scotia and south to central Mexico, but it does not breed in 
the Gulf states or along most of the southern Atlantic seaboard, except 
very locally in Florida. It winters mainly in South America. It has not 
previously been recorded in the Western Palearctic, but there is a 
minimum of two records of vagrancy to the west of its range: at least one 
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SIZE AND STRUCTURE Similar in length to 
Swallow, but much more stockily built, with 
broader wings, particularly at base . Tai l 
short and square-ended, with shallow notch, 
which was difficult to see in flight. When 
perched, wings projected almost 1 inch (2.5 
cm) beyond tip of tail. 

HEAD PATTERN Crown, forehead and 'face' 
sooty blackish, apart from small, oval, buff-
brown patch just above bill. In some lights, 
area around eye, and the ear-coverts, looked 
darker than rest of 'face', forming masked 
effect. Nape and sides of neck an even, pale 
grey-brown, forming pale collar. Chin black. 
Throat deep orange-buff, with few small, 
scattered white spots. 

UPPERPARTS Mantle and upperwing sooty 
black, without sheen of accompanying Swal
lows. Nar row whi te edges to s c a p u l a r s 
formed faint, pale lines on back, and two 2 1 6 c , i f f S w a | l o w petrocheMon pynhonota, 
similar lines ran u p centre of mantle. Nar- g ^ October 1983 (C. R. Chittenden) 
row pale edges to g r e a t e r and m e d i a n 
coverts. Ter t ia ls edged pale brown, and 
t i p p e d w h i t e . L a r g e o r a n g e - p i n k r u m p BARE PARTS Legs, bill and eye black, 
patch. Tail sooty black. ] n e night action was typically a series of 

L'NDF.RPARTS L 'nderwing dusky, greyish- rapid , deep wingbeats in te rspersed with 
brown. Breast, upper flanks and undertail- long glides. Its s t ructure and flight were 
coverts orange-buff. Rest of u n d e r p a r t s reminiscent of a Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne 
white. rupestris. 

The head pattern, lack of blue sheen on the upperparts and pale edges 
to the coverts and tertials indicated that it was a juvenile. Both Cliff 
Swallows and Cave Swallows P. fulva migrate south in the autumn in 
juvenile plumage, not moulting until they reach the wintering grounds. 

The breeding range of the Cliff Swallow extends from central Alaska 
east to Nova Scotia and south to central Mexico, but it does not breed in 
the Gulf states or along most of the southern Atlantic seaboard, except 
very locally in Florida. It winters mainly in South America. It has not 
previously been recorded in the Western Palearctic, but there is a 
minimum of two records of vagrancy to the west of its range: at least one 
was collected on Wrangel Island in Siberia on othjuly 1939 (l)ementiev & 
Gladkov 1968), and it was recorded in late May one year in the late 1970s 
on St Lawrence Island, which is part of the USA, but is in the Bering Sea 
only about 65 km off the coast of Siberia (Jon Dunn in lift.); it has also 
occurred as a vagrant in southern Greenland (AOU 1983). 

The only species with which Cliff Swallow is likely to be confused is the 
Cave Swallow, which breeds in Mexico, the West Indies, south-central 
and western Texas and southeastern New Mexico, and winters in central 
America. This species regularly strays to Arizona and Florida, and has 
been recorded more than once in the Maritime Provinces of Canada 
(Kenn Kaufmann in litt). The respective ranges of the two species indicate 
that the Cliff Swallow is the more likely of the two to occur as a vagrant in 
Europe, but it is obviously necessary to consider the possibility of the 
Scilly bird being a Cave Swallow. 
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217. Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota, Texas, USA, May 1980 (T. E. Bond) 

noticeably darker than those of Cliff Swallows. The head pattern and 
relatively pale rump of the Scilly bird clearly identify it as a Cliff Swallow. 

The Cliff Swallow arrived in Scilly during a period of prolonged 
westerly winds, as a series of depressions tracked rapidly westwards across 
the Atlantic, the classic conditions for the arrival of vagrant North 
American landbirds. A Rose-breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus and a 
Northern Parula Parula americana were found on St Agnes on the same day 
as the swallow, and during the following three days both Red-eyed Vireo 
Vireo olivaceus and Gray-cheeked Thrush Catharus minimus were found on the 
islands. 
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