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Identification of 
Soft-plumaged Petrel 

j . W, Enticott 

Soft-plumaged Petrels Pterodroma mollis are medium-sized gadfly-petrels 
found in the eastern North Atlantic Ocean, the South Atlantic Ocean, 

the southern Indian Ocean and the South Pacific Ocean. Despite their 
apparently extensive range, the known breeding islands are relatively few 
in number and isolated in nature. 

The Pterodroma mollis complex has, at various times, been separated into 
numerous subspecies. Cramp & Simmons (1977) described three subspe
cies, Clancey et al. (1981) described four, while Mathews (1934) listed five 
subspecies . More recently, Bourne (1983a) p roposed spl i t t ing the 
complex into three separate species, and this has been followed by Imber 
(1985) and Zino & Zino (1986). The complicated taxonomy, especially of 
the eastern North Atlantic populations, is outside the scope of this paper, 
but relevant publications are included in the list of references. For the 
purposes of this paper, I have treated the complex as one species and have 
followed Clancey et al. (1981) and Harrison (1983) at the subspecific level: 
with two subspecies in the Northern Hemisphere (P. m. madeira and P. m. 
feae) and two in the Southern Hemisphere (P. m. mollis and P. m. dubia). 
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In the Northern Hemisphere, madeira breeds only in the interior of 
Madeira, while feae breeds on the Desertas and on the Cape Verde Islands; 
both these subspecies are now much reduced, for various reasons (de 
Naurois 1969; Jouanin et al. 1969; Bourne 1983a; Zino & Zino 1986). In 
the Southern Hemisphere, these petrels are more numerous: P. m. mollis 
breeds in the Tristan da Cunha group and on Gough Island (Swales 1965; 
Williams & Imber 1982; Richardson 1984), while dubia breeds at Marion 
and Prince Edward Islands (Williams 1984), the Crozet Islands (Despin et 
al. 1972) and the Antipodes Islands (Warham & Bell 1979). 

With Soft-plumaged Petrels, subspecific considerations include size; 
length and mass of bill; length of tarsus and middle toe; and colour of 
upperparts, wings and underparts. Numerous measurements have been 
published for the various subspecies (e.g. Mathews 1934; Bourne 1957; 
Swales 1965; Jouanin et al. 1969; Clancey et al. 1981; Zino & Zino 1986; 
Fraser et al. 1988); although some of these may not be strictly comparable, 
owing to differing measuring techniques, and some were taken from skins 
and others from live birds, there is agreement that feae is the largest, mollis 
and dubia are intermediate, and madeira is the smallest. Clancey et al. (1981) 
suggest that dubia is slightly smaller than mollis, is darker above, is more 
heavily masked, and has a broader and more dense breast-band. Zino & 
Zino (1986) give comparative data on feae and madeira showing that feae is, 
on average, 53% heavier than madeira and has a longer wing and a larger 
and heavier bill; although they could find no constant distinguishing 
feature in p lumage, they do ment ion differences in call. All these 
differences are really outside the scope of these notes, but for further 
discussion see Clancey et al. (1981), Bourne (1983a) and Zino & Zino 
(1986). 

While individuals taken from burrows at the scattered breeding sites 
can safely be assigned to subspecies, those seen at sea, whether in the 
Northern or the Southern Hemisphere, could refer to either one of the two 
subspecies found in each hemisphere; in addit ion, there is now an 
increasing possibility that some South Atlantic individuals may cross the 
equator. Extreme examples can probably be told apart at sea, but the vast 
majority cannot be identified subspecifically with absolute certainty. 

Records of Soft-plumaged Petrels at sea, away from their breeding 
grounds , are widely dis t r ibuted across the South Atlantic and the 
southern Indian Oceans , with fewer south of Austral ia and in the 
southwest Pacific Ocean. Generally, individuals can be found from about 
25°S to about 60°S in the South Atlantic and southern Indian Oceans 
(Watson et al. 1971; Sea Swallow reports; Fitzpatrick Institute, unpublished 
data). Soft-plumaged Petrels are less numerous in the southwest Pacific 
around New Zealand, and are not found so far north as in either the 
Atlantic or the Indian Oceans (Harrison 1983). 

Records in the North Atlantic are far fewer, and generally refer to single 
individuals or small groups near to their known breeding localities in 
Madeira {madeira), the Desertas (feae) and the Cape Verde Islands (feae). 
Additional records from the Salvages (James & Robertson 1985), at sea 
near the Canary Islands (Bourne 1955) and off the west coast of Africa 
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136. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis, Desertas, August 1986. Note dark upperwing 
surface, with paler secondary wedge; pale grey mantle, and darker head with less 

conspicuous eye-mask; and very white tail {]. W. Enticott) 

(Bourne 1965; Bourne & Dixon 1973, 1975) could refer to either of these 
two subspecies, although most are probably feae. There is also a sight 
record offshore near Jacqueville, west of Abidjan on the Ivory Coast 
(Thiollay 1985). Some of the older at-sea records in the li terature 
(Bannerman 1914; Murphy 1924) may not be entirely reliable. The 
discovery of a dead bird on the west shore of the Dead Sea in Israel 
(Bourne 1983b) is more difficult to explain. It would appear, therefore, 
that the type specimen of feae, collected in October 1768 at 6°50'N, 
23°46'W, still represents one of the most southerly records of this 
subspecies. A more southerly series of records from 2°45'N, 15°45'W to 
15°30'S, 2°00'E (Bourne & Dixon 1975) and further records close to St 
Helena are as likely to be a result of northward movement by the South 
Atlantic subspecies mollis as of southward movement by either of the two 
northern subspecies. 

Bearing this in mind, and noting that individual Soft-plumaged Petrels 
have been reported off Ireland in 1974 (Brit. Birds 67: 528), 1984 and 1989 
(K. Mullarney in litt), off North Carolina, USA, in 1981 (Lee 1984), 
possibly off Kent in 1983 (Brit. Birds 77: 38), and off Devon and Cornwall in 
1989 (Brit. Birds 83: 78), it is appropriate now to look at the characteristics 
of Soft-plumaged Petrels, and similar species with which they could 
possibly be confused, with a view to the problems of identification at sea 
and from headlands. The following notes and photographs have been 
assembled from personal visits to the Madeiran archipelago and the 
Salvages (in 1974, 1979 & 1986), numerous voyages in the South Atlantic 
and southern Indian Oceans (1982-86), and a voyage from Africa to 
England (1986). 
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137. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollisfeae, Desertas, July 1979. Note brownish-grey head 
merging into dark eye-mask; paler greyish hindneck, sides of breast and mantle with light 
brown feather edges; darker brown lower back, scapulars and flight feathers; and brown, grey 

and white in tail (/. W. Enticott) 

Plumage 
The Pterodroma mollis complex shows slight variations in colour depending 
on subspecies. This, combined with the apparent variation in colour in 
different light conditions and distance from the bird, compounds any 
attempt at a definitive at-sea description. Interpretations can be further 
complicated by variations in flight with differing wind conditions. 

Upperparts 
Harper (1973) has already pointed out that 'petrels in the hand look quite 
different from a bird on the wing some distance away, and Pterodroma mollis 
is no exception'. This is especially true of the upperparts of Soft-plumaged 
Petrel, which in the hand look a fairly uniform greyish, with various 
shades of brown, darker grey and blackish (plates 137 & 138). Generally, 
at sea, the head, mantle, tail and the fore part of the inner wings appear as 
variable shades of grey; contrast ing with this are darker primaries, 
upperwing-coverts and secondary tips, together forming most of the 
upperwing area, which may appear anything from brown to almost 
blackish, depending on light conditions. 

At sea, in some lights, the entire upperwing (apart from the grey fore 
part) appears dark and almost blackish, while in other lights it appears 
browner with a visible 'M ' mark across the whole wing length. This 'M ' 
consists of the dark pr imar ies (invariably the darkes t par t of the 
upperwing) and dark wing-coverts, and at sea appears to continue from 
the primaries onto the carpal joint, then to the inner area of the hindwing 
to join thinly across the lower back, separating the grey tail from the grey 
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mantle. The tips of the secondaries can also appear dark, thus enhancing 
the dark colour of the upperwing, and somet imes p roduc ing the 
impression of a paler wedge or triangle of grey on the secondaries between 
their tips and the wing-coverts (plates 136 & 147). This pale wedge is not 
always visible: when not apparent, the dark area of wing is increased; 

138. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis mollis, Gough Island, October 1982. Note grey 
upper mantle with paler feather edges, darker crown and nape; flight feathers darker than 
mantle, with brown upperwing-coverts; outer webs of primaries blackish; inner webs dark 
grey; rump and tail darker than upper mantle; and centre of tail darker than sides (J. W. 

Enticott) 

139. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis mollis, Gough Island, October 1982. Note dark 
head, nape and sides of upper breast; extent of dark eye-mask; and whitish scaling above eye, 

on forehead and on lower crown (/. W. Enticott) 
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when present, the wedge enhances the effect of the 'M ' mark across the 
wings. 

The mantle and hindneck and the fore part of the inner wing are similar 
in their shade of grey. The head (from the nape forwards), however, 
usually appears darker in shade than the mantle, and traces of brown may 
be present, especially onfeae (plates 137, 140 & 141; see also Fisher 1989); 
conversely, some P. m. mollis show a distinctly paler grey head (plate 142). 

A narrow band of brown joins the brown bands on each wing, and below 
this is a paler grey area on the rump. On P. m. mollis, the tail itself is 
usually a darker grey, contrasting slightly with the rump, though the tail 
may appear dark-centred with whiter sides, especially at close range. On 
some feae, the tail may look much paler, almost white (plate 136; see also 
Fisher 1989), but this is not constant. This variability requires further 
investigation: there may well be subspecific variations here as well, with 
South Atlantic populations (mollis) showing more white on the tail sides 
than the Indian Ocean subspecies (dubia). 

The interpretation of grey, brown and blackish tones becomes very 
subjective at sea, as their intensity depends on light conditions. In some 
lights, the upperparts can appear distinctly grey; in other lights, they 
appear uniformly dark, with the 'M ' mark scarcely visible. This variability 
is compounded at sea, with birds from the South Atlantic {mollis) looking 
essentially grey on the mantle, whereas those from the southern Indian 
Ocean (dubia) tend to appear browner on the mantle. 

At very close range (about 100 m), some show a narrow subterminal 
white band on the tail (this is generally noticed only with the sun behind 
the observer). I have seen one individual in the South Atlantic with about 

140. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis feae, Desertas, July 1979. Note complete absence 
of breast-band (thus entirely white underparts); slight necking on sides of lower breast; 
brownish-grey head merging into dark eye-mask; apparent absence of white above eye; and 

whitish underwing pattern (J. W. Enticott) 
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141. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis feae, Desertas, July 1979. Note absence of breast-
band; complete white underparts from chin to undertail-coverts; dark eye-mask merging into 
browner crown; paler and greyer nape; and whitish scaling on lower forehead with little 

above the eye {J. W. Enticott) 

142. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis mollis, Gough Island, October 1982. Note greyer 
aspect to plumage, especially head; darker eye-mask with white above eye; complete grey 
breast-band separating chin and throat from belly; and whitish underwing pattern (J. W. 

Enticott) 

the outer third of its tail pure white: thus looking like a huge Blue Petrel 
Habbaena caeruka, but with a comparatively larger area of white on the tail. 

Individuals moulting the inner primaries occasionally show an area of 
white on what appears to be the last full primary, and at sea this can be 
quite conspicuous in flight. Some South Atlantic Soft-plumaged Petrels 
can show white scalloping along the upperwing-coverts, not dissimilar to 
that on Great Shearwater Puffinus gravis; although this can also be quite 
conspicuous, I have not noticed it on many individuals at sea. 
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Head 

The upper forehead, crown and nape are a darker grey than the mantle on 
Northern Hemisphere subspecies, whereas they are generally paler than 
the mant le on southern subspecies. This grey on the head /man t l e 
continues around the upper breast to form a variable grey breast-band 
(see below). The immediate area around the eye is blackish, forming a 
mask which is generally oval or pear-shaped in appearance; this dark 
mask can be seen at several hundred metres, and is more conspicuous on 
the Indian Ocean subspecies (dubia). 

The lower forehead is white, with variable scaling of white feather edges 
towards the crown and above the eye. Generally, there is a thin area of 
white above the dark eye-mask forming a variable white supercilium, 
which seems to be more noticeable on southern subspecies (plates 142 & 
144). Dark facia!marks appear to be more distinct and larger on dubia, but, 
again, this may be variable (plates 143 & 144). 

The features of the head are difficult to define accurately at sea, the 
white on the forehead being especially difficult to see. Most individuals 
seen at several hundred metres show a grey head with a blackish eye-
mask, a white throat patch and a variable grey breast-band. 

Breast-band 

The grey breast-band varies between and within subspecies. While most 
individuals of the southern subspecies show a breast-band of variable 
thickness and variable completeness, and most of those of the northern 
subspecies show little if any breast-band, all subspecies are variable. 
Thus, the presence of a breast-band, while useful as a field character to 
identify the species, may have limited use in indicating subspecies, 
especially at sea. 

The Indian Ocean dubia has the darkest and thickest breast-band (plates 
143 & 144). This, combined with the darker and more extensive head 
markings, can tend to produce more contrast of light and dark from the 
head to the upper breast. Even with this subspecies, however, some 
individuals have incomplete breast-bands, consisting of little more than 
'grey smudges' at the sides of the upper breast. At sea, a complete breast-
band is noticeable even at moderate range, with its lower edge generally 
appearing to be in line with the fore edge of each wing. A complete breast-
band also separates the white on the chin and throat from the white of the 
rest of the underparts: this conspicuous white throat patch, as well as the 
breast-band, is visible at about 500 m range. 

On the South Atlantic subspecies (mollis), the breast-band may be either 
complete or incomplete; when complete, however, it is usually not so thick 
as that of dubia (plate 142). 

T h e eastern Nor th Atlant ic subspecies (feae and madeira) do not 
normally have complete breast-bands (plates 140 & 141). The most I have 
seen on any one individual at sea is a slight suggestion of the start of a 
band on each side of the upper breast, somewhat similar to the breast-side 
marks on Great Shearwater. 
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143. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodrama mollis dubia, Marion Island, April 1982. Note complete 
dark grey breast-band, nape, mantle and crown; blackish eye-mask; and scalloping above eye 

to forehead {]. W. Entkott) 

144. Soft-plumaged Petrel Ptero-
droma mollis dubia, Prince Edward 
Island, May 1982. Note darker 
aspect of plumage (despite flash 
photography), especially head, 
eye-mask, breast-band and 
underwing; complete dark grey 
breast-band separating chin and 
throat from belly; and white 
above eye joining white on lower 

forehead (J. W. Entkott) 

Rest ofunderparts 
At sea, at a distance, Soft-plumaged Petrels show blackish underwings, 
contrasting white underparts from chin to undertail-coverts, a variable 
dark breast-band, and a blackish eye-mask and grey head (plates 145 & 
146). Depending on distance and light conditions, other features may 
become apparent. 

The underwing appears blackish at a distance, but at closer range this 
becomes a dark slate colour with a variable amount of whitish or pale 
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grey. Some individuals show a wedge of whitish or pale grey on the fore 
part of the underwing from the wing-join to just short of the carpal joint 
(plates 140, 142 & 145), thickest near the body and tapering towards the 
carpal. This is not dissimilar in extent to that found on Kerguelen Petrel 
Pterodroma brevirostris, although the latter's is more reflective, more silvery 
(less white). 

Probably more noticeable at close range is a variable area of whitish or 
pale grey in the centre of the underwing. On some, this is apparent on the 
undersurface of the primaries only, whereas, on others, it continues along 
the underwing-coverts to form a faint stripe (plate 145); the greatest light/ 
dark contrast produced by this stripe is between the light primaries and 
the dark primary coverts. 

I have seen two Soft-plumaged Petrels in the South Atlantic with 
abnormally pale underwings. These, and other occasional odd-looking 
pale individuals, seem to suggest that colour variation among these 
petrels can produce paler birds, as well as a uniformly dark phase (Sinclair 
1978), which I have not definitely seen. Whatever the true range of 
variation, however, it is apparent that such variants are extremely rare. 

145. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis, South Atlantic Ocean, December 1983. Note dark 
eye-mask; grey head, and grey breast-band separating white chin from white underparts ; and 

distribution of whitish on underwings (J. W. Enticott) 

[The inclusion of plates 145 & 147 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from ZEISS Germany] 
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Flight 
In conditions of comparatively little wind (below force, 5 Beaufort scale), 
Soft-plumaged Petrels do not normally rise more than about 4 m above 
the sea surface. Usually up to six wingbeats are followed by a period of 
low gliding, generally without changes of direction or any detectable rise 
and fall above the sea surface. Such gliding is usually performed with the 
body at about 40-50° to the sea surface, with the wings held bowed 
(wingtips held below body level). 

Occasionally, the bird may 'rock' rapidly from side to side (to about 70°) 
without wingbeats, as if unsure of which way to turn next. At other times, 
the normal low flight can be interrupted by very rapid changes of direction 
accompanied by very quick deep wingbeats, about five direction changes 
in about eight seconds, followed by a return to normal low flight. I have 
seen this erratic flight continue for about 20 seconds, with very deep 
wingbeats and particularly high upstrokes, and with changes of direction 
every 2-3 m. Generally, there is no rise and fall in this low flight, which is 
different from that sometimes employed by Kerguelen Petrels. 

Flying into a moderate wind (about force 4), Soft-plumaged Petrels may 
travel in a semicircular forward direction, without wingbeats and turning 
in very small arcs. Sometimes they will flap four or five times and then 
immediately turn into the wind for a brief 'up-and-down' glide, perhaps 
rising to about 4 m and gliding up to an angle of about 60°, which enables 
them to continue low over the surface for 10-20 m before having to beat 
again. This may be the beginnings of the true 'pendulum' flight of 
Pterodroma petrels, and could be termed 'low arc-gliding'. They can also, 
however, fly in this manner without rising significantly above the surface. 
Trying to categorise types of flight therefore becomes very difficult. 

It is really in winds of force 5 and over that these petrels come into their 
own, with less flapping and with prolonged periods of gliding during 
which they may attain heights of about 18 m at the glide peaks, especially 
in stormy weather. Flight becomes much faster, with more undulations 
and a tendency to fly in longer zigzag paths using lift obtained from the 
wind over the sea. Very high glides are usually made with the body at an 
angle of about 90° to the sea surface, but even these high glides are 
interspersed with lower glides with the body at about 50° to the surface. 
Even in this fast flight there is a tendency for the wingtips to be held below 
body level, and there is an increased angling of the wings backwards from 
the carpal, while the inner wings, from body to carpal, are pressed 
forwards slightly. Fast and dashing though these petrels can appear, both 
Atlantic Petrels Pterodroma incerta and White-headed Petrels P. lessomi can 
fly faster and higher, especially in extreme weather, probably because of 
their greater wing area. 

Soft-plumaged Petrels observed around the Madeiran islands appear to 
fly in a lower, but more regular, zigzag progression, especially in a wind. 
They rise at the extreme of a flight path, gaining height but losing speed 
until a peak is reached, whereupon they turn 90° to descend rapidly low 
over the sea, perhaps with occasional wingbeats, only to rise again, lose 
speed, turn 90° to continue, and so on. Such a regular progression is not, 
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146. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis, South Atlantic Ocean, December 1983. Note 
wing shape and length relative to body length; other points as in plate 145 (J. W. Enticott) 

147. Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis, South Atlantic Ocean, December 1983. Note dark 
primaries, upperwing-coverts and lower back forming 'M' mark; dark secondary tips, with 
paler wedge of grey along secondaries; grey head, mantle, fore area of inner upperwing, 

rump and tail; and dark eye-mask and white chin (J. W. Enticott) 
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however, the norm in the Southern Oceans, where the winds are generally 
stronger and more cont inuous. Without a wind, the two northern 
subspecies appear to fly in a similar manner to southern ones. 

Comparisons with similar species 
ATLANTIC PETREL Pterodroma incerta 

The Atlantic Petrel is found commonly in the South Atlantic Ocean from 
about 20°S to 50CS, with a few records in the western Indian Ocean. This is 
a large brown petrel, slightly smaller than Great Shearwater, with which it 
often associates at sea. In fresh plumage, Atlantic Petrels are a fairly 
uniform dark brown, with darker primaries (plate 148), and an area of 
white on the belly sharply demarcated from the brown upper breast; the 
lower belly and undertail-coverts are also brown. 

At first glance in bad light, at extreme distance, or to observers 
unfamiliar with one or the other species, Atlantic Petrels can recall Soft-
plumaged Petrels, though there are numerous differences. Atlantic is 
distinctly larger and darker, without any trace of grey on upperparts or 
underparts. The underwing, although dark, is brown rather than blackish. 
The white belly patch is visible at several hundred metres, while at closer 
range the dark head, throat and upper breast, sharply demarcated from 
the white belly patch, and the dark lower belly and undertail-coverts are 
further differences (plate 149). The tail is noticeably comparatively longer 

148. Atlantic Petrel Pterodroma incerta, South Atlantic Ocean, January 1983. Note uniform 
brown upper surface with darker primaries; darker brown eye-mask; paler nape; and uniform 

brown rump and tail (J. W. Enticott) 



258 Identification of Soft-plumagedPetrel 

149. Atlantic Petrel Pterodroma incerta, in worn plumage, South Atlantic Ocean, July 1983. 
Note uniform brown under surface with darker tail; white lower breast and belly sharply 
demarcated from brown head; and comparatively long-winged and long-tailed 'jizz' [/. W. 

Enticott) 

than that of Soft-plumaged Petrel. In worn plumage, the chin, throat and 
nape may appear paler than the otherwise uniform brown plumage of 
Atlantic Petrel (plate 150), and a little more care must be exercised with 
such individuals, especially at long range. 

The flight patterns of Atlantic are generally similar to those of Soft-
plumaged Petrel. Atlantic Petrels, however, fly higher and faster in rough 
weather, with primaries angled back slightly more than on Soft-plumaged 
(although the wings are also held bowed), and also tend to flap sometimes 
at the peak of their glides. 

Additionally, Atlantic Petrels are rather more inquisitive of ships at sea 
than are either Soft-plumaged or White-headed Petrels. 

150. Atlantic Petrel Pterodroma incerta, South Atlantic Ocean, October 1982. Worn plumage as 
in plate 149, but with paler forehead, chin and throat (J. W. Enticott) 

: . : • . : : . . : : . : : . : . : • . . . • • . . . • • . . - . - • . . : : : : •:/•••••• 
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WHITE-HEADED PETREL Pterodroma lessonii 

The White-headed Petrel has a circumpolar distribution in the Southern 
Oceans between 30°S and the Antarctic Continent: it is essentially more of 
a southern species than either Soft-plumaged or Atlantic Petrels. At sea, 
White-headed Petrels resemble Soft-plumaged much more than do 
Atlantic Petrels. They have similar dark underwings, white underparts 
(but no breast-band), greyish mantle and browner wings, often with an 
' M ' mark . T h e head and tail , however, bo th appea r whi te , thus 
distinguishing them from Soft-plumaged, and these features are cons
picuous, being clearly visible at distances of approximately 1.2 km (plate 
151). 

At closer range, the head is seen to be very pale grey, and some can 
show a very pale grey gorget on the lower chin and behind the ear-coverts. 
As with Atlantic Petrels in worn plumage at long range, one must be 
aware of such variation, especially in poor light conditions; White-headed 
Petrels at a distance, however, invariably appear to have white heads. 

Perhaps equally conspicuous, especially at close range, is the black eye 
patch, which stands out against the head colour. The rump and tail are 
much paler than on Soft-plumaged Petrel, and at close range the tail 
shows a pale greyish centre with whiter sides (some may even show a thin 
pure white subterminal band). The pale of the head continues onto the 
upper mantle, which is paler than that of Soft-plumaged Petrel, but this 
soon becomes a darker shade of grey (plate 152). The rest of the 
upperparts and wings are essentially similar in colour to those of Soft-
plumaged. The underparts are pure white from chin to undertail-coverts, 
and contrast with the dark underwings. 

White-headed Petrels are extremely striking birds, larger and longer-

151. White-headed Petrel Pterodroma lessonii, southern Indian Ocean, March 1985. Note dark 
flight feathers, paler grey mantle, and white head and white tail (/. W. Enticott) 
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winged than Soft-plumaged Petrels. Their flight is generally faster and 
higher, banking during gliding being so steep that the wings and body are 
usually at 90° to the sea surface at the peaks of the glides. Land-based 
observations from Gough Island indicate that Atlantic, White-headed and 
Soft-plumaged Petrels can all be differentiated in the field at distances of 
over 1.6 km; with ship-based observat ions, often in less op t imum 
conditions, the distance is reduced. 

152. White-headed Petrel Pterodroma kssonii, southern Indian Ocean, April 1984. Note white 
head, and white underparts to tail; dark eye-mask contrasting with white head; and dark 

underwing pattern with paler areas {/. W. Enticott) 

GREY PETREL Procellaria cinerea 

The Grey Petrel has a circumpolar distribution in the Southern Oceans 
northward to about 25°S in the Atlantic. Although a Procellaria and not a 
Pterodroma petrel, it superficially resembles Soft-plumaged Petrel in colour, 
having dark upperparts, white underparts and dark underwings. Further 
examination, however, reveals clear differences. 

Grey Petrels are large (about the size of Great Shearwater and Cory's 
Shearwater Calonectris diomedea). In dark light and at long range, they can 
suggest a Cory's Shearwater, especially on the upperparts. With the 'jizz' 
of a. Procellaria, they appear 'dumpy-bodied' and, at close range, look large-
headed with a pale stubby bill. The outer wing ('hand') appears much 
broader than on Pterodroma petrels. 

The mantle and wings are a fairly uniform greyish-brown, with more 
grey on the mantle and more brown on the flight feathers. The head is 
darker and browner, and can almost impart a capped effect (especially 
with a paler nape), while the tail is also a darker brown (plate 153). The 
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153. Grey Petrel Procellaria cinerea, southern Indian Ocean, May 1982. Note dark head, pale 
bill, pale nape; grey upper surface with darker flight feathers; darker tail; and thick neck with 

Procellaria (not Pterodroma) 'jizz' (J. W. Enticott) 

underwings are darker than the upperparts, being dark grey-brown, but 
are not so dark as on Soft-plumaged Petrel; at very close range, a faint 
whitish area may be visible on the under surface of the primaries and 
secondaries. The undertail-coverts are dark (white on Soft-plumaged), 
and the rest of the underparts are white (plate 154). 

The flight varies according to wind conditions, but Grey Petrels 
generally fly with wings bowed and also slightly swept back, and their 
wingbeats are rapid. 

154. Grey Petrel Procellaria cinerea, southern Indian Ocean, April 1984. Note dark head, white 
underparts, dark tail, and dark greyish underwings with traces of whitish (/. W. Enticott) 
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ADDITIONAL SIMILAR SPECIES 

Within the Pterodroma complex, there are other species which bear a 
superficial resemblance to Soft-plumaged Petrels. These are mainly 
Pacific Ocean species (e.g. Kermadec Petrel P. negkcta, Providence Petrel 
P. solandri, Phoenix Petrel P. alba, and Tahiti Petrel P. rostrata), and the 
likelihood of any occurring in Britain is very remote, but not impossible. 

A more likely candidate for consideration is the Trinidade (Herald) 
Petrel P. arminjoniana, which has already been reported in British waters 
(Brit. Birds 82: 41), and has occurred off the east coast of America (Allen 
1934; Lee 1979, 1984), as well as at sea in the North Atlantic (Murphy 
1936). Trinidade Petrels breed in the tropical South Atlantic Ocean at 
Trinidade and Martin Vaz (Murphy 1936), as well as in the Indian and 
Pacific Oceans, but their pelagic range is not well known. 

As my experience of this petrel, which has three colour phases, is very 
limited, I can attempt only a brief comparison with Soft-plumaged Petrel. 
Trinidade Petrels are larger than Soft-plumaged, but not so large as either 
Atlantic or White-headed Petrels. While the dark phase is unlikely to be 
confused with Soft-plumaged Petrel, pale and intermediate phases need 
more attention. The upperparts are a darker greyish-brown than on Soft-
plumaged, imparting a more uniform appearance, especially about the 
head, where the conspicuous facial marks of Soft-plumaged are lacking. 
While the underparts vary from white with an ill-defined breast-band to a 
darker greyish-brown with a whitish belly, Trinidade Petrels have dark 
undertail-coverts (white on Soft-plumaged). It may also be relevant to add 
that both Lee (1984) and Bourne & Curtis (1985) have likened the at-sea 
appearance of this petrel to that of the smaller skuas Stercorarius. 
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Summary 
The identification at sea of Soft-plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis (here treated as one species 
with four subspecies: P. m. madeira and P. m.feae in the North Atlantic, and P. m. mollis and P. 
m. dubia in the Southern Hemisphere) is discussed, and compared with that of other species. 
Light conditions and distance are important in interpretation of plumage colours and 
patterns, and flight varies with wind conditions. Generally, at sea at a distance, Soft-
plumaged appears variably grey above, with darker primaries, upperwing-coverts and 
secondary tips. The upperwing can appear almost entirely blackish with grey inner forewing, 
or, in some lights, dark brown with an 'M' mark joining in the centre across the lower back. 
The head shows a dark eye-mask and a white throat, the pale lower forehead being visible 
only at close range. The underparts are white with a highly variable dark breast-band; the 
underwings appear blackish, at closer range showing a variable amount of pale, particularly 
in the centre of the underwing (sometimes forming a faint stripe). Flight is generally low (up 
to 4 m above sea) and with much gliding, sometimes interrupted by rapid changes of 
direction. In stronger winds prolonged periods of gliding are common, rising to about 18 m 
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at peak of glides, and flight becomes faster, tending to proceed in longer zigzag paths. The 
main confusion species at sea are Atlantic Petrel P. incerta, White-headed Petrel P. lessonii, 
Grey Petrel Procellaria tinerea and possibly Trinidade Petrel Pterodroma arminjoniana. 
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