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THE 1996 WEST BEXINGTON SOUTH POLAR SKUA:

A FIRST FOR BRITAIN
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“…On 11th January 1996, I was attempting to conduct bird-wardening duties to protect the roosting 

present but better views were possible when it 

ranged between Dawlish town seafront, inside the Exe Estuary and c.5 miles further east, offshore from 

 

shoreline and stood on the beach where it was admired for over an hour by Kevin Rylands (KRy) and 

myself. We described that encounter as being ‘blown-away’ by this bird and we both concluded that 

the Devon Bird Recorder but, disappointingly, it was relegated in the Devon Bird Report 1996 as, 

available at that time, we couldn’t dispute that decision and the story could have ended there…but as 

Birders of the Exe Estuary used to regularly meet as a social group (BEER) and at one of these meetings 

in Jan 2000, Pete and Carole Leigh – two accomplished bird photographers – brought along their 

which had caused so much confusion four years earlier at Dawlish Warren. I attracted the attention 

1996, but at West Bexington, Dorset, located over 35 miles east along the coast further around Lyme 

Bay. Initially that was unexpected, but it is not unusual for individual birds to move and relocate along 
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the coast of Lyme Bay and to be re-sighted between Dawlish Warren and as far as Portland Bill, even 

on the same day.

After some persuasion, I was lent the photos, made copies and posted one to Klaus Olsen - an author of 

Leigh. As a reminder, personalised and household information technology was not anywhere near as 

warranted reaching out to more experts.

It also emerged then that others had photographed this bird during its stay in Dorset and I obtained some 

by Pete Coe via Graham Walbridge. By late-June 2000, Tony Marr and Paul Harvey had seen all available 

MHA and I both visited Tring Museum on 10th July 2000. However, my overall impressions were that 

preservation, setting, some suspected cases of mislabelling and limited sets of relevant specimens of 

what is a complex group.

Nonetheless, since in possession of various photographs, still vivid memories of the bird in Devon, some 

and having better understanding about plumage variations, moult timings, bare parts colouration, 

Dawlish Warren sightings and submitted a 12-page description to BBRC in August 2000…..”
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such as: 

 Dawlish Warren, Devon, January, February; 

presumed same, West Bexington, Dorset, January, February

et al

Catharacta antarctica antarctica/hamiltoni/lonnbergi

antarctica

 [sic] Dawlish Warren, Devon
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antarcticus

Postscript
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