
Black Storm-Petrel
21 September 2010, Lincoln County

Birding off the bow of the Sapphire Princess, on a cruise 
from Vancouver BC to San Francisco CA, shortly before the 
time indicated in the photo (10:24 am PDT) and slightly 
north of the coordinates indicated in the photo – which is 
roughly 60 miles off the northern third of Lincoln County – 
the observers saw an apparently all-black storm-petrel at 
scope distance which we identified at the time as Black 
Storm-Petrel.  

What we saw was a storm-petrel shaped bird, flying west 
perpendicular to our line of sight, noticeably larger than the Fork-
tailed Storm-Petrels we had been seeing, noticeably smaller than 
any of the shearwaters we had been seeing, not showing a white 
rump, apparently all-black at our viewing distance, with wide 
wings and deep deliberate wingbeats, a direct flight style, gliding 
for short periods. The bird was in view for upwards of a minute or 
so.

We immediately identified the bird as a Black Storm-Petrel, which 
matches this physical description, easily distinguishing a Leach’s Storm-Petrel by the 
wide wings, deliberate non-ziggy flight style, larger size, and lack of white on the rump.  
We had not seen any Leach’s on this cruise though we are all familiar with the species.  

Black Storm-Petrel would be somewhat expected given its regular occurrence in 
California and its previous reported sightings on coastal cruises in Oregon at roughly this 
longitude.  Tristram’s Storm-Petrel should show a bluish or grayish cast, which we did not 
see, and the dorsal carpal bars are very prominent – practically it’s most prominent feature 
and one which we would have likely seen.  Markham's Storm-Petrel would also show a 
prominent pale dorsal carpal marking which we likely would have seen if present, would 
fly with slower and shallower wingbeats, and has more prolonged gliding.  Markham’s 
and Tristram’s would be browner birds; this was a blacker bird.  

In summary, the bird looked like and flew like a Black Storm-Petrel.  The fact that we did 
not see a carpal bar  is explained by the viewing distance.  Black Storm-Petrel has the 
least prominent carpal bar of the most likely candidate species.  

Other candidate species are more easily eliminated:

Dark-rumped forms of Leach's Storm-Petrel can be safely distinguished because this bird 
was larger than Leach's would be – in near comparison to the Fork-tailed Storm-Petrels 



we had been seeing – had obvious wide wings, and did not have the "zig zag" bounding 
flight of a Leach's.  

Matsudaira's Storm-Petrel has a bright pale patch at the joint of the upper wing.  That was 
absent on this bird but likely would have been seen if present. 

Swinhoe's Storm-Petrel is a browner bird that shows a shorter wing look than Black 
Storm-Petrel. 

Bulwer's Petrel is supposed to give the impression of being similar to a noddy, which was 
not the case with this bird.!The bird we saw did not have the long pointed wings or long 
tail of Bulwer's Petrel – a substantially larger bird though with superficially similar field 
marks.

I was using image-stabilized 20x binoculars mounted on a tripod.  Other observers were 
using tripod-mounted spotting scopes.  No photos were obtained.   I am confident of this 
identification.  Other observers were Jeff Gilligan, Wink Gross, Jim Carlson, and Becky 
Carlson.  

Owen Schmidt (reporting observer).  



BLACK STORM-PETREL  
 
Location:  about 60 miles off Lincoln Co., Oregon. 
 
Date:  21 SEP 2010 
 
Observers:  Jim Carlson, Wink Gross, Owen Schmidt, Jeff Gilligan 
(reporting observer). 
 
The bird was rather close to the bow of the cruise ship from which we were 
birding.  It was close, easily viewable with ten power Swarofski binoculars.  
It flew rather low over the ocean from the left of the ship out in front of the 
ship and vanished ahead of the ship a bit to the right.   
 
All observes were able to quickly conclude that t was a Black Storm-Petrel.  
It was Very dark blackish above, with dull paler panels on the secondary 
coverts.  The rump was all-dark, and the longish tail was forked. The bird 
was large compared to our regular storm-petrels.  The wings were long.  The 
wing beats were rather slow and deep. 
 
Other species eliminated: 
 
Leach’s Storm-Petrel:  Even from a dark-rumped form of Leach’s by the 
flight style which was unlike the erratic bounding flight of that species, as 
well as the larger size of the subject bird.  
 
Ashy Storm-Petrel:  Eliminated by its dark color and lack of pale areas on 
the sides of the rump.  It was also distinguished by the flight style, which is 
unlike shallow wing beats of an Ashy. 
 
I am familiar with all of the above-mentioned species. 
 
 
 



Black Storm-petrel 
1. Reporting Observer:  James Carlson, 570 Wimbledon Ct, Eugene OR 97401  541-731-

8566 
jmcrlsn@yahoo.com 
 
Other observers:  Becky Carlson, Jeff Gilligan, Owen Schmidt and Wink Gross 
 
2. Bird identification: Black Storm-petrel 

3. Date: September 21, 2010.  

4. Location: Approximately 60 miles off Lincoln County.  We were aboard the Sapphire 
Princess repositioning cruise from Vancouver, BC to San Francisco.  It was light by the time 
we entered Oregon waters.  We had been birding from the open bow area on the 7th deck 
for several hours before the sighting. 

5. Details: We were in an area with many shearwaters and fork-tailed storm-petrels 
when an all dark storm-petrel was observed in front of the ship and to the port side.  The 
bird was an all dark storm-petrel with a forked tail but with a dark not white rump.  It had 
longish wings and a relatively deep wing beat and direct flight.  We observed the bird for 
approximately one minute while it flew in front of the ship eventually moving off to 
starboard.  It was flying the entire time and did not set down or attempt to feed.  The bird 
was clearly larger than the fork-tailed storm-petrels nearby. 

The seas were fairly calm with a light breeze and few or no whitecaps.  The air was clear 
(i.e. no fog) with a light overcast.  It was mid-morning and the sun was to our left and fairly 
high.  There was no glare due to the overcast.  I was using 10x42 Zeiss Victory FL binoculars 
and I was able to pick it up in my 20 power Kowa Prominar TSN-664 ED spotting scope. 

I have seen this species several times including flocks of 1,000’s in October 2009 off of San 
Diego.  I am also familiar with Leach’s, Wilson’s, Least and Fork-tailed storm-petrels. 

Other Species considered:  

Least storm-petrel is tiny and has a wedge-shaped rather than fork tail.  

Ashy storm-petrel is smaller than fork-tailed storm-petrels, has shallow wing beats and 
should appear grayer in flight than this bird.  

The dark-rumped form of Leach’s storm-petrel (“Chapmani”) is slightly smaller than fork-
tailed storm-petrel and has a flight that is “more fluttery and erratic with quicker wing beats” 
(Onley and Scofield-Albatrosses, Petrels and Shearwaters of the World). 

Markham’s storm-petrel has a more fluttering flight in calm conditions than black storm-petrel and the pale crescents in 
the upper wing should be more prominent. 

6. Photos and recordings: No photos were obtained as far as I know 


