
each. In my experience Caspian Gull has proved a very dif icult bird to twitch,
with stays often measured in minutes rather than hours. A Dorset birder
hoping to see Caspian Gull in the county might get lucky with an obligingly
long stayer of course, but meanwhile, why not try and  ind your own? The
point of this lengthy preamble is to demonstrate that it can be done, even by
birder for whom a squirming  lock of ugly young gulls is initially an
intimidating horror. If you identify with that birder, great. Because the rest of
this piece is for you.

The majority of Dorset Caspian Gulls have been late-autumn birds in their  irst
calendar year. This ties in well with my own experience in East Devon and
West Dorset. Of the 15 Caspian Gulls I have found, 14 were in 1st-winter
plumage, with dates ranging from September to April. So the remainder of this
article is going to focus speci ically on that age, because not only does it
happen to be the most regular to occur, but arguably also the easiest to
identify. So there is our target: a 1st-winter Caspian Gull from late autumn on.

The trouble with gull identi ication articles is how technical they frequently
are. I thought long and hard about how to pitch this piece, but decided  inally
to keep it as simple as possible. In the context of  inding your own Caspian
Gull, if someone were to ask me, 'What do you look for?' my answer would be
this:

I look for a young gull with a strikingly white head.

And that's it. The  irst, crucial step. It really is as simple as that. I can honestly
say that every single  irst-winter Caspian Gull I have found was initially
located this way. Later in winter it might have been both a strikingly white
head and underparts which caught my eye, but nevertheless, always the white
head. Every time. To illustrate this point, the following image depicts my very
 irst, on 23 December 2009.

Despite the poor
quality of this
digiscoped photo, the
bird's white head is
very obvious, especially
in comparison with the
nearby Herring Gulls,
which are roughly the
same age. Within
seconds of spotting that
white head, a quick
glance at a handful of
other features
con irmed that I was
looking at my second
ever (and  irst self-
found) Caspian Gull.

How to Find Your Own Dorset Caspian Gull Gavin Haig

Just recently I was asked if I would like to write an article on Caspian Gull
identi ication for this newsletter. I said yes, and almost immediately had
second thoughts. Why the doubt? Because I am in no sense a gull 'expert' and
feel rather unquali ied for such a commission. I have seen fewer than 20
Caspian Gulls. To write an identi ication article off the back of such a paltry
total seems almost presumptuous. However, I do have one ace to play: I found
15 of them myself. Twelve were on the Axe Estuary in Seaton, East Devon
between 2009 and 2020, the other three in Dorset during 2020 and 2021. So
in the context of this article's title, perhaps I do have something to offer.
Anyway, here it is.

I have always enjoyed watching gulls. In my West London birding days during
the 1980s it was the likes of Glaucous and Iceland Gulls, or the still-rare
Mediterranean Gull, which motivated me to pick through any decent-sized
 lock. I soon learned how to identify young Med Gulls but, Glaucous and
Iceland aside, tended not to bother with the younger large gulls. Unless the
bird was close to adult plumage it barely got a glance. This was good enough
to bag my  irst Yellow-legged Herring Gulls (as Yellow-legged Gull was known
in the days before its promotion to speci ic status) but even back then I was
aware that some observers could identify them in  irst-winter plumage, and
wondered how on earth they managed it!

My unease when faced with the ubiquitous brown jobs that make up a good
percentage of almost any gull  lock continued for many years, and such birds
remained a mine ield to be skirted around at all times. And then I moved to
Seaton, in East Devon. The River Axe estuary at Seaton is a lovely spot for gull
watching. At times there are good numbers, and often the views are excellent.
However, around the mid-noughties I was forced to admit that my inability to
con idently identify young gulls was becoming a frustrating handicap, and
 inally resolved to do something about it. I started with juvenile Yellow-legged
Gulls. The plethora of online images and information made it quite easy to
learn what features to look for, and soon enough the effort to do so bore fruit.
Juvenile Yellow-legged Gulls quickly became doable.

In this endeavour to get to grips with immature big gulls I was joined by keen
young Seaton birder Steve Waite. Once we felt comfortable with Yellow-legged
Gulls, it seemed obvious that we should up the ante and go for Caspian Gull.
The catalyst for this ambitious move was Devon's  irst, a juvenile
photographed on a Torbay beach by Mike Langman in August 2006. At the
time, Caspian Gull was still regarded as a subspecies of Yellow-legged Gull, but
in 2007 became a species in its own right. And in November that year Steve
found Devon's second, a second-winter bird on the Axe Estuary. It was another
two years before I discovered my own � an absolutely classic  irst-winter � in
December 2009, and still only the third for Devon. Since then I have averaged
slightly more than one per year, and Steve roughly the same I think. Though
occurrences are clearly increasing in both counties, Caspian Gull is still a very
scarce bird in Devon and Dorset, currently with just over 40 accepted records
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1st-winter Caspian Gull at East Bexington

And another from the Axe
Estuary, on 7 January
2020. Nice comparison
with a typical  irst-winter
Herring Gull. Again, the
white head is such a
stand-out feature. I
wasn't going to say
anything about other
features, but this Caspian
Gull has such classically
plain greater coverts that
it seems a shame not to
mention them!

Finally, two photos of a
lovely  irst-winter
Caspian Gull at East
Bexington on 5 October

2020. The early date means the head feathers are still a little speckly. Even so,
this bird still stood out from the crowd. With wear the head will appear more
and more white as the winter progresses. This individual too has a beautifully
plain set of greater coverts.

In summary then, this is how to  ind your own Caspian Gull in Dorset:
 Look for a young gull with a strikingly white head.
 Compare its other features with the knowledge and 'search image'
already on  ile.
 Ideally, take photos.

I would be the  irst to admit that gull identi ication can be an eye-watering
challenge. But for any birders willing to rise to it, there are rewards aplenty
including � I hope �the occasional Caspian Gull.

The previous paragraph mentions 'a handful of other features', and it is at this
point that I wondered how technical to get. Those features included the
tertials, the wing coverts, the mantle and scapular feathers, various bare part
and structural characteristics, etc. But rather than make this unnecessarily
complicated, can I politely suggest that much published material � from the
second edition of the Collins Guide to full-blown identi ication papers in
British Birds � deals with the topic far better than I ever could. On each
individual bird those features will be evident to some degree, sometimes in a
way which can be described as 'classic', sometimes less so. In other words,
they can be variable. However, describing them in detail is beyond the scope of
this short piece.

Needless to say, I would highly recommend a bit of background reading, and
matching what you read to the myriad excellent photos available online. In
fact, I would go so far as to say it is vital. Very quickly you will have a useful
'search image' tucked away for future reference.

Usually, of course, the strikingly white-headed youngster will prove not to be
a Caspian Gull. For example,  irst-winter Great Black-backed Gulls can be an
unexpected trap. Young Herring Gulls too, mostly second-winters but
occasionally younger. Also  irst-winter Yellow-legged Gulls. The point is this:
the gleaming white head is what stops me in my tracks and makes me look
more closely. Up until that moment I have probably skipped past umpteen
gulls with barely a glance. A white head is a red light. Stop. Then look carefully
and, if possible, photograph.

I am fortunate to have photos of every Caspian Gull I have seen, and a small
number had their identities con irmed by those images. In one embarrassing
case I thought I was photographing a probable Yellow-legged Gull, and only
realised my error when reviewing the photos moments after the bird had
 lown! Still, it was the white head that made me stop and look in the  irst place.

This next bird
was on the Axe
Estuary in
December 2019,
and the yellow
ring traced it to a
German colony.
The two Herring
Gulls far left are
 irst-winters, the
one behind it, a
second-winter.
This individual
has darker
underparts than
most, but that
white head!
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