
Golden-winged Warbler: 
new to the 
Western 
Palearctic 

On 24th January 1989, Mrs C. Miller noticed a colourful bird feeding in 
the garden of her house at Larkfield, Kent. Though not a birdwatcher, 

she realised that it was unusual, and made a drawing of it. Three days later, it 
reappeared, and Mr Miller managed to take some photographs of it. En
quiries were begun as to the identity of this strange bird. 
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In the meantime, on 7 th February, whilst on my way to post a letter at the 
opposite end of the Lunsford Park Estate, I chanced upon the same bird. 

It was very striking. There were obvious lemon-yellow patches on the 
crown and greater coverts, a black patch running back from the bill and 
around the eye, and a broad black bib. The remainder of the upperparts were 
basically greyish, and the underparts were whitish. I judged the size as similar 
to that of a Wood Warbler Phylbscopus sibilatrix. 

I did not have any binoculars with me, but the bird was remarkably tame 
and I was able to watch it for about three minutes at ranges down to 2 m be
fore it flew off. 

My first reaction was that it was an American wood-warbler (Parulidae). 
After only a few seconds' thought, however, I dismissed mat possibility as far 
too fanciful. The date and place were all wrong; also, I do have a basic 
knowledge of the American warblers on the British list and this bird did not fit 
any of them. If it was an American wood-warbler, it had to be a species new 
to Britain and Ireland, and that seemed to take it into the realms of fantasy. 

I returned home and, lacking any books on cage birds, the first reference 
that I checked was the Field Guide to the Birds of North America (National Geo
graphic Society 1983). I flicked idly through the warbler plates with no great 
expectations, but then stopped at page 354, stunned. The bird I had been 
watching was clearly a male Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera. 

Over the next few hours, I considered various other options and went 
through all my field guides. In the end, though, the only conclusion that I 
could reach was that I had indeed seen a Golden-winged Warbler. 

I spoke to S. J. M. Gandett, who agreed that, in the circumstances (a single 
observer with no binoculars), confirmation of my sighting was required. The 
next morning, with the help of Bill Jones, Terry Laws, Tim Loseby and Alan 
Woodcock, an unsuccessful search was carried out in rather murky weather, 
the sole bright spot being a Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus discovered in the large 
number of ornamental bushes surrounding the car park of the nearby Tesco 
supermarket. In the early afternoon, the weather improved and I returned to 
check the bushes around Tesco's again. To my great relief, one of the first 
birds that I saw was the Golden-winged Warbler, and I was able to confirm 
all the main plumage points before it flew off across the car park. I obtained 
the following detailed description: 

SIZE AND SHAPE Size about that of Wood War
bler, but with more robust appearance. 

UPPERPARTS Lemon-yellow patch on forehead, 
extending back onto crown. Black mask run
ning back from lores and around eye. Borders 
of these patches whitish-grey, paler than rest of 
upperparts, which were greyish. 

TAIL Average length. Uppertail and the under-
tail-coverts grey. Undertail feathers paler, con
trasting with the darker undertail-coverts. 

WINGS Most obvious feature was another 
lemon-yellow patch, on greater coverts. Pri
maries, tertials, median and lesser coverts grey
ish, but tertials were suffused with greenish 
wash. 

UNDERPARTS Uniform grey, paler than upper-
parts. Only noticeable feature was broad, black 
bib. 

BARE PARTS Eye, legs and bill blackish. Bill 
longer than that of any similarly proportioned 
Palearctie warbler. 

268-270. Male Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera, Kent, February 1989 (top and bottom) 
and April 1989 (centre) (Paul Doherty) 

The inclusion in colour of plates 268-270 has been subsidised by a donation from Carl ^eiss (iemmny. 
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Later in the afternoon, the bird was relocated nearby and was last seen 
heading towards a patch of rough ground leading down to the River Med-
way. It had been heading in the same direction when I had last seen it on the 
previous day. As the riverside vegetation often held wintering Chiffchaffs P. 
collybita, I guessed that the Golden-winged Warbler was spending most of its 
time in the same area, only occasionally straying to the fringes of the housing 
estate. Blithely assuming, therefore, that the Golden-winged Warbler was resi
dent in an area of open ground with public access, I felt that it was safe to re
lease die news, and a message was put on 'Birdline'. 

Over the next two days, contrary to my expectations, the Golden-winged 
Warbler was seen in the bushes surrounding Tesco's car park and the gardens 
of the housing estate. With such an extreme and beautiful rarity, in the 
densely populated soudieast of England, with convenient motorway access, 
and at a quiet time of year with little else competing for birdwatchers' atten
tion, it seemed certain that the weekend would bring large numbers of bird
watchers. Even so, I was surprised by the horde which descended on the 
estate. The actual number will of course never be known, but, from a rough 
count carried out on the Sunday, I believe there were about 1,200 people pre
sent then, with a minimum of 3,000 people on the Saturday {Brit. Birds 82: 
plate 187; 85: plate 271). 

Although the Golden-winged Warbler was a tame and distinctive bird (and 
was photographed: Brit. Birds 82: plates 186 & 188; 83: plate 271; 85: plates 
268-270), keeping track of it was often difficult, particularly after the initial 
crowds had melted away. It would occasionally settle in a garden, but more 
typically it moved quickly from garden to garden and so was easily lost. Relo
cating it could then be difficult, as it travelled widely. 

With large numbers of birdwatchers roaming around a housing estate, there 

271. Twitchers watching Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera, Lunsford Park Estate, 
Larkfield, Kent, February 1989 (Paul Doherty) 
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was obvious potential for friction with local people. Indeed, had I known that 
the Golden-winged Warbler would spend all of its time on the estate, I would 
probably have felt that it was unwise to release the news. In the event, that 
would have been a mistake, as most local people seemed to enjoy hosting an 
avian celebrity. Some minor problems did occur, but most birdwatchers be
haved very responsibly, and I am not aware of any serious incidents. (Local 
radio reported that a wall had been pushed over in the melee, but my at
tempts to track down this alleged damage met with a blank, and I suspect that 
the incident never happened.) There is, however, no room for complacency. 
This 'event' was widely reported on television and in the press (and even 
made the front page of the Daily Telegraph). Public opinion tends to generalise, 
and if one unpleasant incident had been filmed, there could have been unfor
tunate consequences for the public perception of birdwatchers. Clearly, at 
events such as this, birdwatchers' behaviour must be impeccable. 

After the initial excitement had died down, the Golden-winged Warbler re
mained, but, with much smaller numbers of birdwatchers looking, it some
times went unreported for days at a time. Luckily, it benefited from unusually 
mild weather, which enabled it to survive. 

As spring approached, there were reports of it singing. So far as I am 
aware, the last sighting was on 10th April, when I saw it in the bushes sur
rounding Tcsco's car park (where else!). It seems a reasonable assumption that 
it then began a northward migration. A rumour reached me the following 
winter that it had returned, but nothing came of this, so it was doubtless in
correct. 

The date when the Golden-winged Warbler arrived in Britain will never be 
known. The most likely explanation for its occurrence, however, is that it 
made landfall in the Southwest in the autumn, made its way east to Kent, and 
found the mild climate of the Medway valley to its liking. It may not be too 
far-fetched to suggest that it went from Trcsco to Tcsco. (Sorry!) 

By what seemed an amazing coincidence, another American warbler, a 
Common Ycllowthroat Geothlypis trichas, was present just 25 km away on very 
similar dates: 6th January to 23rd April 1989. Unfortunately, it was on private 
land with no access for general birdwatching. The third American passerine of 
this period was a Northern Oriole Iclems galbula at Roch, Dyfed, from 2nd 
January to 23rd April. The dates of all three birds were remarkably similar, 
perhaps suggesting something more than simple coincidence. 

In the case of the Northern Oriole, a collection for the Dyfed Wildlife Trust 
raised a substantial sum of money. My one regret of the Golden-winged War
bler episode is that no similar collection was made for one of the Kentish con
servation bodies. I do not think donations would have been begrudged by the 
thousands who obviously obtained such enjoyment from this wonderful bird. 

Paul Doherty, 28 Carousel Walk, Sherburn-in-Elmet, .North Yorkshire LS25 6LP 

Peter Lansdown (Chairman, British Birds Rarities Committee) and Dr Alan Knox (Chairman, 
British Ornithologists' Union Records Committee) have commented as follows: 'With Golden-
winged Warbler having no confusion species, and with the Larkfteld individual being a particu
larly stunning male, the BBRC, and subsequently the BOURG, had no hesitation in accepting 
the identification on a single circulation of the record to each committee. 
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'The BOURC's task of assessing the likely origin of the bird was not so straightforward. Nei
ther the date nor the locality fitted the familiar pattern of vagrancy for Nearctic passerines in 
Britain. Also, Golden-winged Warbler is a scarce breeding species in the USA and is rare as a mi
grant on the eastern seaboard. It is, however, a long-distance migrant. The first record for New
foundland, on 15th September 1988, and the first wintering records for the USA, both from 
Texas in winter 1989/90, are recent departures from the species' normal pattern of occurrence. It 
is exceptionally rare for an American passerine to winter in Britain, yet from January to April 
1989, in addition to the Golden-winged Warbler, there was the Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis 
trichas in Kent (Brit. Birds 83: 489) and the Northern Oriole Icterus galbula in Dyfed (Brit. Birds 83: 
492), already noted in Paul Doherty's paper. Furthermore, autumn 1988 was unusual in mat the 
English east coast received more than its normal share of Nearctic passerines, with a Cliff Swallow 
Hirundo fryrrhonota in Cleveland, Red-eyed Vireos Vireo olivaceus in Northumberland and Suffolk, 
and a Northern Waterthrush Seiurus noveboracensis in Lincolnshire (Brit. Birds 82: 505-563). Finally, 
North American warblers are extremely rare in captivity in Britain and Europe. The BOURC 
considered all of the above points before coming to the unanimous conclusion that the Golden-
winged Warbler was most likely of natural origin, and the species was admitted to Category A of 
the British and Irish list (Brit. Birds 83: 489; Ibis 133: 220).' EDS 
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