
ABSTRACT A juvenile Black Tern Chlidonias niger of the American race
surinamensis was found at Weston-super-Mare Water Treatment Works on 3rd
October 1999, where it remained until 11th October.This represents the first
record of this distinctive form in Britain.The identification of surinamensis is

discussed in the context of separation from the nominate race of Black Tern.
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O
n 3rd October 1999, after a typically
birdless autumn morning at Chew
Valley Lake, Avon, R. M. Andrews

(RMA) decided to spend the rest of the day at
Weston-super-Mare Water Treatment Works,
where a Grey Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius
had been found the previous day. While walking
around the reserve, looking for the phalarope,
he saw a Black Tern Chlidonias niger, which had
also been reported earlier. His first impression,
as the tern flew away, was that it was a winter-
plumaged adult, yet when it turned it looked
more like a juvenile. With better views, it was
clear that the bird was a juvenile, but a remark-
ably plain individual.

RMA had previously wondered whether the
American race of Black Tern C. n. surinamensis
(hereafter ‘surinamensis’) could occur in
Britain. In fact, following a report of one in
Ireland about a month previously (Adriaens
1999), he had even checked the identification
criteria in Terns of Europe and North America
(Olsen & Larsson 1995). Now, a month later,
the only features he could recall were white
flecking in the cap, dusky flanks and that there
was something different about the rump. Since
this was the first Black Tern that RMA had
encountered since reading the surinamensis
account, he was somewhat taken aback to see
that the cap was indeed unusually pale – more
like that of a White-winged Black Tern C. leu-
copterus (hereafter ‘leucopterus’). In the bright
sunlight, the rump was almost concolorous
with the tail and back, unlike the rump of any
juvenile Black Tern he had ever seen. He walked

round the pool to join R. J. Higgins (RJH) and
J. P. Martin (JPM), who had already noticed
that the tern’s plumage was unusual but were
still at the questioning ‘it must be a juvenile but
why is it so uniform?’ stage. RMA suggested that
it showed one or two features of surinamensis
and, as we watched it, the greyish flanks were
added to the list of pro-surinamensis features.
We enjoyed prolonged views of the bird at rea-
sonably close range and began to take detailed
notes, becoming gradually more confident that
it was no ordinary Black Tern.

We informed the bird information and pager
services, and the bird was seen at the site by
many observers until 11th October. JPM and
RMA watched it again at different times on 4th
and JPM once more on 8th October. Though
the site was strictly speaking private, the staff at
Wessex Water were most co-operative and there
were minimal access problems. The initial reac-
tion from other birders was fairly low-key, but
interest increased as more people realised that
surinamensis was being touted as a potential
‘split’ from the Old World form. A steady
stream of ‘insurance tickers’ was swelled by the
carloads of birders travelling to and from Scilly
at the time.

Description
Size, shape and behaviour
Without direct comparison, it was difficult to
be sure whether there were any differences in
size, shape and behaviour from the nominate
race niger (hereafter ‘niger’) – none was
obvious. Although at times JPM thought that it



perhaps looked slightly longer-billed, this could
have been an illusion created by the paler fore-
head and crown. It fed in typical Black Tern
fashion, surface-dipping over the pools, and
also frequently towering high and hawking for
insects with Black-headed Gulls Larus ridi-
bundus.

Head
The head pattern was reminiscent of that of
juvenile leucopterus. A dark ‘headphones’ mark
on the ear-coverts contrasted with a restricted
pale grey crown, apparently white with fine
darker streaking. There seemed to be a slightly
darker band across the hindcrown, which con-
tributed to the ‘headphones’ effect, and an
obvious white collar below this. When the tern
flew towards the observer, the head was particu-
larly striking, appearing practically white-
capped. Photographs were particularly useful in
determining the exact crown pattern, which was
surprisingly difficult to judge on a constantly
moving bird!

Upperparts
Overall, more uniform than upperparts of
juvenile niger, and rather grey in tone, recalling
a summer adult niger in some ways. The rump
was virtually concolorous with the tail and
lower mantle – a mid slate-grey. At some angles
the rump appeared a shade paler, but any differ-
ence in tone was slight. Compared with juvenile
niger, brown tones were subdued and more or
less confined to the upper mantle, and there was
an obvious, rather narrow, dark carpal bar.
Individual coverts and scapulars could, in the
best views, be seen to have a narrow and rather
indistinct pale fringe, quite different from the
more obvious pale scalloping on juvenile niger.
The secondary bar was only marginally darker
than the rest of the wing, whilst the primaries
were similarly rather uniform. The tail was grey
with possibly slightly darker outer rectrices.
When we first saw it, in strong sunlight, the
upperparts looked a clean grey. Later, in duller,
overcast conditions, the brown tones were more
obvious. These differences are apparent in the
various published photographs of the bird.

Underparts
The dark brown patches on the sides of the
breast (the breast ‘pegs’) were obvious, and
larger than those on many, though not all, niger.
A pale grey wash extended along the flanks
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231. Juvenile American Black Tern Chlidonias niger
surinamensis,Weston-super-Mare,Avon, October

1999.The grey flanks are obvious in this photograph.

Ca
ro

le
 L

ei
gh

232. Juvenile American Black Tern Chlidonias niger
surinamensis,Weston-super-Mare,Avon, October
1999.The grey flanks are somewhat burnt out by 
the strong light and there seems to be a narrow

dusky leading edge to the underwing.
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233. Juvenile American Black Tern Chlidonias niger
surinamensis,Weston-super-Mare,Avon, October

1999. Note the uniform upperparts and the White-
winged Black Tern C. leucopterus-like head pattern.
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Table 1. Comparison of plumage and structural features of juvenile Black Tern Chlidonias niger
of the American race surinamensis and the Old World race niger.

surinamensis niger

head pattern Crown grey with pale flecks contrasting 
with a solid dark spot on the ear-coverts.
White forehead appears slightly more 
extensive than on niger. Tone of the 
crown is similar to mantle.

flank markings Variable breast ‘peg’, on some similar to
that of niger, on others larger. Behind 
this, flanks always washed grey to rear 
edge of wings, or merged with sides of
rump. On some birds the dark breast 
peg merged into the grey flanks; typically 
the peg was distinctly darker.

general impression Overall darker and more uniform,
of upperparts with the marginally paler rump 

contrasting only slightly.

mantle and scapulars Rather uniform with only slight contrast 
between smaller, dark brown, finely pale-
fringed feathers of upper mantle, and 
larger feathers of lower mantle and 
scapulars, which show grey bases with 
fine pale buff fringes.

rump Mid grey with fine white fringes, only 
slightly paler than mantle and tail.

upperwing Carpal bar narrow and not visible on 
many skins, so perhaps unlikely to be 
visible on a perched bird.

tail No obvious difference between the two races was apparent, although tail colour 
and pattern not easy to examine on skins.

underwing Difficult to determine, but underwing-
coverts appeared off-white or pale grey.

size and structure No significant difference in bill length between the two forms, with almost 
complete overlap in measurements. Overall size of surinamensis seemed smaller and
wings averaged shorter, but great overlap. These observations support extensive 
dataset in Olsen & Larsson (1995).

from the breast pegs to at least level with the
trailing edge of the wing. This feature was less
obvious in strong sunlight or as dusk
approached, but in good, flat light it was
obvious even at moderately long range. The
underwing-coverts appeared whitish in the field
and the underside of the remiges light grey,
with paler bases to the primaries. Photographs
showed that the underwings were actually pale
grey or off-white, with a dusky leading edge.
McGeehan (2000) pointed out that surina-
mensis shows a narrow dusky band along the

marginal underwing-coverts (the leading edge),
whereas this area is usually white in niger, and
this may prove to be another useful character if
looked for carefully in ideal viewing conditions.
The underside of the tail was grey.

Bare parts
Bill and eye dark, blackish. Legs not seen – we
never saw it perched.

Call
No call heard.

Crown more extensively washed very
dark brown, merging with the ear-
coverts, with no contrast in tone. Crown
conspicuously darker than rest of
upperparts.

All showed entirely white flanks behind
the breast ‘peg’.

Overall paler, with contrastingly paler
rump.

Browner, with warmer, almost ginger
tones on some. More obvious pale
fringes to feathers, especially broad and
obvious on larger rear scapulars.

Pale grey ground colour and broader,
paler fringes create an obviously paler
area, contrasting strongly with darker
mantle and tail.

Dark carpal bar obvious on the skins
and therefore probably also on perched
birds.

Underwing-coverts hard to examine,
but appeared white.



Discussion
A Black Tern had been seen at the site on 2nd
October, and this was almost certainly the same
bird as that described above. Its arrival thus
coincided with strong westerly winds, which
brought the Grey Phalarope to the site and,

remarkably, a Wilson’s Storm-petrel Oceanites
oceanicus to nearby Berrow, Somerset. The
‘American Black Tern’ usually fed over the
Ultra-violet Pools or the new Nature Reserve
Pool, although it would occasionally disappear
high over Bleadon Level with Black-headed
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Table 2. Comparison of plumage features of adult Black Tern Chlidonias niger of the American race 
surinamensis and the Old World race niger, also referring to White-winged Black Tern C. leucopterus

where appropriate.

surinamensis niger

Summer plumage
body and upperparts Head and body uniformly darker and 

blacker than on niger, as leucopterus,
contrasting more with the upperparts,
although these are darker than on niger.
Leading edge of upperwing can be whitish 
(again as leucopterus). Head of females not 
quite so black as that of males (but still 
darker than that of female niger) and the 
throat is paler. Underwing-coverts often 
white or whitish, contrasting greatly with 
black body.

Moult to winter plumage
timing Occurs later, starting from mid June, with 

many still in summer plumage in September,
though earliest are in winter plumage in 
August. Late autumn birds in summer 
plumage in Europe are worth checking 
(though still perhaps more likely to be late-
moulting niger than surinamensis).

pattern Typically differs subtley from niger in that 
an even scatter of white winter feathers 
appear, first around the face, to produce a 
mottled appearance much as leucopterus.

Winter plumage
head pattern Typically similar to juveniles: crown usually 

grey with pale flecks contrasting with a 
solid dark spot on the ear-coverts, recalling 
leucopterus in pale examples. In comparison 
with niger, appears to have slightly more 
extensive white forehead. Tone of the crown 
is similar to mantle. Some (possibly worn) 
birds have darker crowns.

flanks Grey wash along flanks as in juvenile 
though sometimes paler and less obvious.

upperparts Darker than on niger, the rump only 
slightly paler and hardly contrasting with  
the rest of the upperparts.

Head of males sooty-black fading
gradually to the paler dark-slate body
and flanks (latter nearly always paler
than the head). Body colour merges
rather smoothly with slightly paler
upperparts. Females tend to be paler
and have paler throat contrasting 
with a darker cap. Typically greyish
underwing shows relatively little
contrast with grey body, though can 
be white and contrasting in some.

Can start as early as late May. The
great majority are in winter plumage
earlier than surinamensis, by the end 
of September. Can, however, retain
summer plumage into October and,
exceptionally, even into November.

Rear lores, throat and area below eye
moulted first followed by the rest of
the head (fully moulted mid June to
late July). Breast moulted from early
July, belly later with lower belly and
some flank feathers the last to be
moulted. Adults with remnants of
grey summer feathers on the flanks 
are a potential pitfall for surinamensis.

Crown more extensively washed very
dark brown, merging with the ear-
coverts, with no contrast in tone.
Crown conspicuously darker than 
rest of upperparts.

White.

Paler grey with normally a paler rump.
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Gulls. On 4th October, RMA watched it flying
low over Weston beach with Black-headed Gulls
at dusk – presumably going to roost.

On close examination, the bird was obvi-
ously different from any juvenile Black Tern we
had seen in the Old World. Despite the fact that
surinamensis has been recorded in Iceland
(Beaman & Madge 1998), it proved difficult to
find detailed discussion about the identification
of this form at the time, other than that pro-
vided by Olsen & Larsson (1995). We did,
however, locate a few useful published pho-
tographs of surinamensis, including in Harrison
(1987) and Brinkley & Patteson (1998).

234. Adult winter Black Tern Chlidonias niger
(below) and adult winter American Black Tern 
C. n. surinamensis (above). Note the darker grey
upperparts of surinamensis, which are similar in 

tone to the crown, whereas the paler grey
upperparts of niger contrast with the obviously
darker crown.The latter also has a slightly paler 
grey rump, whereas the rump of surinamensis is

uniform with the tail and mantle.
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235. Juvenile American Black Tern Chlidonias niger
surinamensis, showing typically greyish crown

contrasting with darker ear-coverts.
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236. Juvenile Black Tern Chlidonias niger, showing
uniformly dark crown and ear-coverts.
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237. Upperparts of juvenile Black Tern Chlidonias
niger (above) and American Black Tern C. n.

surinamensis (below). Note the more extensive and
solidly blackish crown of niger, which is obviously

darker than the rest of the upperparts, while
surinamensis has a more restricted grey crown, much
closer in tone to the mantle. Note also the latter’s
uniform grey rump, showing little contrast with the

mantle, and its narrower and less distinct pale fringes
to the mantle and scapulars.
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238. Adult ‘black terns’ in summer plumage; left to
right, Black Tern Chlidonias niger,American Black Tern

C. n. surinamensis and White-winged Black Tern C.
leucopterus.The blackish body colour of surinamensis
is closer to that of leucopterus than to that of niger.
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Examination of skins
On 30th November 1999, we visited the Natural
History Museum (NHM) at Tring, and spent the
morning examining all the surinamensis skins
held in the collection, and most/all of those of
juvenile niger. These comprised ten juvenile suri-
namensis (two collected in August, four in Sep-
tember, two in November and two undated) and
45 juvenile niger. This enabled us to confirm
many of the differences mentioned by Olsen &
Larsson (1995), and we have summarised our
findings in table 1 (p. 452). We concluded that
Olsen & Larsson is a particularly useful refer-
ence for this subspecies pair – we actually added
rather little to what is written there.

Although the sample of ten juvenile surina-
mensis examined is modest, we concluded that
the Avon bird showed all the features that seem
typical of this race. It is perhaps more signifi-
cant that none of the key features was shown by
any individuals of the larger sample of niger
examined at Tring. The identification of the
Weston-super-Mare tern as surinamensis has
been accepted by both BBRC and BOURC, and
this becomes the first British record of this
subtle, yet rather distinctive race.

Identification in non-juvenile plumage
Our research for this article concentrated pri-
marily on juvenile birds, but we also looked at
skins of adults at the NHM and examined pho-
tographs of adult birds. We were surprised how
easily separable many niger and surinamensis
are, both in summer and in winter plumage. We
were particularly struck by the contrast between
the whitish underwing-coverts and jet-black
flanks of some summer-plumaged surinamensis;
quite unlike the typically dusky underwing and
dark grey flanks of niger. Underwing colour is
variable, however, and some surinamensis
appear (in the photographs we have examined)
to have less contrasting, dusky underwings
while some niger can show white underwings. A
tentative feature which may be worth investi-
gating in the field is the colour of the gape in
breeding birds: on the few photographs we
examined where this feature was visible, the
gape of surinamensis was bright vermilion,
while in niger it was pinkish-red. In winter
plumage, adult surinamensis retains the same
head pattern as juvenile birds, though in a few
the crown can be darker. They also show (some-
times pale) grey flanks in winter plumage. First-
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239. Adult summer American Black Tern Chlidonias niger surinamensis, British Columbia, Canada, date unknown.
Note the gape colour, as well as the strong contrast between the black body and white underwing.
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summer surinamensis can have white flanks,
and perhaps this is normal for this age class.
Clearly, there is more to be learnt about the sep-
aration of these two races, but we hope that our
suggestions will stimulate further study.

Table 2 (p. 453) summarises the main differ-
ences between adults of the two forms. It draws
extensively on Olsen & Larsson (1995) as well as
our study of skins.

Taxonomy and variation
Surinamensis differs from niger in all
plumages, some aspects of which
(for example juvenile and winter
head pattern, summer body colour
and at least some aspects of moult
pattern) more closely resemble leu-
copterus than niger. Our interpreta-
tion of the BOU’s published
guidelines for assigning species rank
(Helbig et al. 2002) leads us to
believe that this pair is worthy of
serious consideration for treatment
as separate species. In our view, they
are clearly diagnosable but as their
breeding distributions are allopatric
there is no easy way to assess poten-
tial reproductive isolation. The
vocalisations of the two forms may
well be worth investigating. Taxo-
nomic deliberations are beyond the

scope of this article, but we broach the subject
in the hope of stimulating further study.

There is clearly a degree of variation in the
plumage characters of surinamensis. For
example, we have found photographs of juven-
iles with darker crowns, which might simply be
young juveniles (some tern species can show
more dark brown tinges on the head for a short
period after fledging than they do subsequently;

Olsen & Larsson 1995). Some winter
adults examined at NHM, Tring,
also showed slightly darker crowns
than usual, possibly as a result of
wear, and the full extent of variation
is perhaps yet to be documented.
Clearly, care needs to be taken when
faced with a potential surinamensis
in Europe and a vagrant should, of
course, be identified on the full
range of features.

Range and status
In North America, surinamensis
breeds mainly across southern
Canada and the northern states of
the USA. In the north, it breeds along
the Mackenzie River, Northwest Ter-
ritories, to c. 65°N in the northwest,
and east across the prairies to
southern Quebec and New
Brunswick; while to the south it
reaches California’s Central Valley in
the southwest, and western New York

456 British Birds 99 • September 2006 • 450–459

American Black Tern: new to Britain

240. Adult American Black Tern Chlidonias niger surinamensis, moulting
out of summer plumage, Colorado, USA,August.The moult to winter

plumage has produced a rather White-winged Black Tern C.
leucopterus-like even scatter of white areas on the head and belly and

the flanks are still largely unmoulted.This individual shows an eye-
catching contrast between the blackish body and white underwing;

not all individuals may be as striking as this one, however.
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241. Second-calendar-year American Black Tern Chlidonias niger
surinamensis,Texas, USA, June 2005.This bird has the typical ‘White-

winged Black Tern C. leucopterus-like’ head pattern.The bird is in active
moult, with a mixture of fresh new feathers and old retained ones,
conspicuously the two outermost primaries.The white flanks (with
the merest hint of grey that would be undetectable in the field) are
notable and perhaps age-related. In European breeding species, terns
of this age class normally spend the summer in the wintering areas;
yet a second-calendar-year surinamensis was identified in Ireland in

July 2006 (see plate 266 & 267).
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and Maine in the east. During
the breeding season, like its Old
World counterpart, it inhabits
inland lakes and marshes in both
wooded and open environments.
It is most numerous in the
prairie provinces of the Mid
West, but numbers are appar-
ently in serious decline, at least in
the east (Gochfeld & Burger
1996). In the west, it winters over
pelagic inshore waters of the
Eastern Pacific from central
Mexico, to central/southern Peru.
In the east, the winter range
extends from about Panama to
Suriname (de Schauensee &
Phelps 1978; Howell & Webb
1995; Gochfeld & Burger 1996).

In autumn, migrants moving
south along the eastern seaboard of the USA
often associate with other terns, including
Forster’s Sterna forsteri and Royal Terns S.
maxima, species which have also occurred in
Britain.

Other European records
Although this represents the first record of suri-
namensis in Britain, this race had occurred in
Europe on four previous occasions. The first
three records came from Iceland, in 1956, 1957
and 1970, perhaps surprisingly all in June
(Pétursson & Práinsson 1999).
The only other previous Euro-
pean record was a juvenile at
Sandymount Strand, Co. Dublin,
from 3rd to 7th September 1999
(Adriaens 1999); subsequently,
another juvenile turned up at
Baile en Reannaigh, Smerwick
Harbour, Co. Kerry, on 14th
September 2003 (Bradshaw
2003), while a first-summer was
at Lady’s Island Lake/Carnsore
Point, Co. Wexford, from 16th
July to 1st August 2006 (see
plates 266 & 267).

It seems possible that surina-
mensis may have been over-
looked in the past. Given that its
field characters are becoming
more widely known and better
understood, further records may
perhaps be expected.
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242. Juvenile American Black Tern Chlidonias niger surinamensis,Vancouver
Island, Canada,August 2004.This bird shows the typical White-winged

Black Tern C. leucopterus-like head pattern and grey flanks.This individual
has a large breast ‘peg’ but this feature is variable.
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243. American Black Terns Chlidonias niger surinamensis, two adults and a
juvenile (right), Colorado, USA,August. Note the juvenile’s head pattern,

with the crown obviously paler than the ear-coverts and similar in tone to
the upperparts (though still brown-washed in this rather young bird).The

strong grey wash is visible on what can be seen of the flanks, while the
upperparts have only narrow and indistinct pale fringes.The distinctive

crown pattern, rather like that of adult-winter White-winged Black Tern C.
leucopterus, is already emerging on the two adults, even though the bodies

still have much summer-plumaged black feathering.
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R. J. Higgins, 28 Egerton Road, Bishopston, Bristol BS7 8HL
J. P. Martin, 34 Cranmoor Green, Pilning, South Gloucestershire BS35 4QF

EDITORIAL COMMENT Colin Bradshaw, Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Committee, said: ‘The
key features in the identification of this form are well covered here by Rich Andrews and his col-
leagues. Having been in the fortunate position of finding an American Black Tern in Europe myself,
the main features that strike an observer are the uniformity of the upperparts, the grey flanks and the
pale head pattern. Once you see these three features you can then get into the detail of why the upper-
parts are so uniform, and you are home and dry. All the birds so far accepted for Britain and Ireland
have been quite striking individuals. What is less clear is whether there are less well-marked individ-
uals of this form which are currently being overlooked.’

Bob McGowan, Chairman of the British Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee commented:

244. Juvenile Black Tern Chlidonias n. niger, Crosby Marine Park, Merseyside, September 2005.
Note the black crown and ear-coverts (darker than the mantle), obvious pale fringes to the 

larger rear scapulars and paler grey rump.
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‘In some regards, it is sur-
prising that C. n. surinamensis
has only recently been
recorded in Britain, as it is not
only relatively abundant in
North America but also fairly
distinctive in plumage.

‘American Black Tern has a
broad Nearctic distribution
and a numerous, albeit
declining, population. Autumn
flocks, perhaps numbering
thousands of birds, are a
prelude to southerly move-
ments by inland and Atlantic
and Pacific coastal routes.
Smaller flocks, of up to 200
birds, have been recorded in
the West Indies during Sep-
tember–October. The three
occurrences in Iceland, span-
ning the period 1956–70,
proved that trans-Atlantic movement was pos-
sible.

‘Prompted by the report of an American
Black Tern at Dublin, Ireland, just four weeks
earlier, R. M. Andrews had already checked lit-
erature for identification criteria by the time he
noticed the distinctive Black Tern at Weston-
super-Mare. Seeing that the crown coloration
and concolorous rump “ticked the right boxes”
for surinamensis, he took detailed notes and
further observations were made.

‘On circulation, BOURC members were
impressed by the well-researched and detailed
submission supported by sketches and pho-
tographs. A few key plumage features of this
bird clearly indicated juvenile surinamensis and
excluded nominate niger: crown coloration,
greyish wash to flanks, underwing pattern and
colour.

‘There was no hesitation in confirming the
identification and, as Black Terns were
unrecorded in European avicultural collections,
the escape likelihood was negligible. Records of
other Nearctic birds occurring more or less
concurrently with the Black Tern included an
Upland Sandpiper Bartramia longicauda
(Scilly), Spotted Sandpipers Actitis macularius
(Derbyshire and Devon), a Lesser Yellowlegs
Tringa flavipes (Cornwall), an exceptional series
of White-rumped Sandpipers Calidris fuscicollis
(Scilly and elsewhere) and, perhaps most signif-
icantly, the other American Black Tern in
Ireland. All circumstances indicated that this
was indeed a vagrant American Black Tern and
it was unanimously accepted to Category A.

‘The BOURC Taxonomic Sub-committee
has American Black Tern flagged as a potential
split.’

245. Adult Black Tern Chlidonias n. niger, moulting out of summer plumage,
Farmoor Reservoir, Oxfordshire, date unknown.The moult of the head is

largely complete but the body still shows mainly dark grey summer feathers
(creating a different pattern from moulting American Black Tern C. n.
surinamensis).There is less contrast between the body and the dusky

underwing than on most surinamensis.
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