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The Isles of Scilly is renowned as a haven for displaced migrant birds, and the 
autumn pilgrimage of observers in September and October is famous in 
ornithological circles. June is usually a quiet month for numbers of visiting 
birdwatchers, as are the other months outside the autumn, but June 1990 was the 
exception. In one five-day period, between 800 and 1,000 people came to see one 
bird: the first record for Britain & Ireland, Europe and the Western Palearctic of 
a North American species, Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor. 

On Wednesday 6th June 1990, having finished my shift behind the bar in the 
Mermaid Inn, I decided to go to Porth Hellick. I watched from the main hide for 
a while and could hardly believe how devoid of bird life it was. I could not even 
console myself by counting the Moorhens Gallinula chloropus. 

At about 19.00 BST, five hirundines approached low over the pool: one House 
Martin Delichon urbica, three Barn Swallows Hirundo rustica and another bird. 
This fifth bird gave the impression of a martin, but with no white rump and a 
glossy blue-green mantle and crown, and pure white underparts. My heart sank 
as the bird then flew to the back of the pool and began hawking around the pines 
and surrounding fields. I rushed to Sluice to obtain closer views and to note its 
plumage in detail. 

It appeared slightly bigger and bulkier in the body than a House Martin, with 
broader-based wings and more powerful flight. Its underparts were all pure snowy 
white, from its chin to its undertail-coverts, with only a very tiny extension of 
white from the flanks to the upperside of the body at the base of the wing. Its 
upperparts were the most amazing bright, glossy blue-green. The wings and tail 
were matt-black, and the underwing and undertail off-white to silvery grey. The 
colour of the crown extended well below the level of the eye and squared off into 
the ear-coverts. The shape of the tail was similar to that of House Martin, being 
short, but less forked when closed. 

The next few minutes were total panic. Would it go? Would it stay? What was 
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it? I was not calm! As it was June, there was no-one anywhere. At about 20.00 
BST, I ran back to my car and drove to Old Town to phone the other resident 
birders on St Mary's (all two of them). At this stage, I was still unsure of exactly 
what I had found. I was not expecting to see American birds in June, and I had 
no knowledge of any eastern species of this nature. 

I phoned Carl Downing and Adrian Hickman to discuss the possibilities. CD 
and AH explained that Violet-green Swallow T. thalassina had large white sides 
to the rump and a bare facial expression, with the only green gloss being on the 
cap, and white cheeks. It was also unlikely as a vagrant, being found in the 
Western States of North America. It was, however, the week of the Ancient 
Murrelet Synthliboramphus antiquus on Lundy, Devon, so anything was possible. 
Bahama Swallow T. cyaneoviridis, another unlikely vagrant, is much more like a 
Barn Swallow, with a deeply forked tail, so was easily eliminated. CD and AH, 
using A Handbook to the Swallows and Martins of the World (Turner & Rose 
1989), were able to help me to rule out species originating in the East as well, 
and to identify the bird that I had found as a North American Tree Swallow. 

On driving back to Porth Hellick, my panic had turned into elation. I re-entered 
the hide like a polaris missile to find, to my embarrassment, three visitors quietly 
and patiently birdwatching. They enquired as to my disposition and I told them 
of my earlier sighting. Luckily the bird was still present, but was in amongst a 
larger group of hirundines. We watched it until dusk, confident that it would be 
around the following day. Thankfully, it did stay in the Porth Hellick area until 
the morning of 10th June 1990, when it departed with the same group of 
hirundines with which it had arrived. A photograph by Jack Levene has already 
been published in British Birds (84: plate 266). 

Description 

The following details were compiled during several days of observations, and 
include points noted by C. D. R. Heard, P. G. Lansdown, K. E. Vinicombe and 
W. Wagstaff. 

SIZE AND STRUCTURE Obviously a hirundine. 
Slightly larger than House Martin. Bulkier in 
the body, with broader-based wings and 
bulging secondaries. Short tail like that of 
House Martin, less forked than House 
Martin's when closed. 

HEAD Forehead, crown and nape all iridescent 
blue-green/bottle-green, the colour extending 
below eye level and squared off into the ear-
coverts. The colour of the crown was possibly 
lighter and greener than the general upperpart 
coloration, with a thick black eye-stripe 
bulging downwards behind eye. 
UPPERPARTS Because of the nature of the 
iridescent plumage, it is difficult adequately or 
correctly to state the colour, as it varied in 

different shades of sunlight. It has been 
variously described, but metallic blue with a 
slight green tint is, to my mind, the most 
accurate. Whitish bases to the shafts of the first 
two visible primaries gave a 'slatted' effect to 
the wings in flight. Tail matt black above and 
silver-grey below. 

UNDERPARTS Pure snow-white from chin to 
undertail-coverts. Underwing and undertail 
off-white to silver-grey. Axillaries and 
underwing-coverts dusky. Submarginal coverts 
with dirty white tips. 
BARE PARTS Legs and feet grey. Rather long-
legged, with the tarsus clearly visible at rest; 
also, large feet with long claws. Rather liquid-
looking, black eyes. 

Plates 105-110. Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicobr, St Mary's, Scilly, June 1990. (Top three, 
Robin Chittenden; fourth, Martin P. Goodey; bottom left, Robin Chittenden; bottom right, Jack 
Levene) 
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Behaviour 

Flight possibly less dashing than that of Barn Swallow, with several quick loose 
flaps followed by a glide on upswept wings. Quite often appeared to stall in mid
air, hunching its body, looking downwards and fanning its tail. Tended to perch 
on rocks and posts, where it was heard to sing. This presumably means that it 
was a male. The song was a soft, liquid chirping with some notes recalling Barn 
Swallow. The call was a soft 't-reep'. 

Origin 

Tree Swallow had been regarded by Chandler S. Robbins as a candidate for 
transatlantic vagrancy {Brit. Birds 73: 448-457), but I doubt if this one crossed 
the Atlantic in June. From its association with northward-moving European 
hirundines, it seems more credible that it crossed the Atlantic in the previous 
autumn and had already wintered in Europe or Africa. 
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Rob Hume, Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Com
mittee, and Dr David Parkin, Chairman of the BOU Records Committee, have 
commented that 'Acceptance of the identification was straightforward. Members 
of the BBRC looked at skins at The Natural History Museum. The upperparts 
of most are strongly iridescent, but others are quite dull. A few are predominantly 
green, but some are strongly purple-hued. The bright plumage and song suggest 
that the bird was an adult male. 

'This is an abundant species along the Atlantic coast of North America that 
occurs in variable numbers on offshore islands such as Bermuda and Sable Island. 
It is not a long-distance migrant, but is unknown in trade so that its escape risk 
is virtually nil. The record was accepted, and the species admitted to Category A 
of the British List. 

'It is not possible to decide whether the bird was newly arrived in Europe, or 
whether it had arrived the previous autumn and overwintered. It is even possible 
that it crossed the Atlantic farther south, perhaps to West Africa, and moved 
north with returning Palearctic hirundines. 

'An earlier record of this species, from Derbyshire in 1850, was also considered 
by the BOURC. The details of its shooting are rather vague. It passed through 
several pairs of hands, and even the original recorder, John Wolley, admitted that 
there was "quite a possibility of mistake". It seemed safer not to admit this record 
(see Brit. Birds 86: 188).' 

The inclusion of plates 105-110 in colour has been subsidised by Carl Zeiss 
Ltd, sponsor of the British Birds Rarities Committee 
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