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In an effort to scope the gulls loafing in a field north of the Riverbend Landfill, we turned n. off Hwy 18 
at Farmer John's Fruit Stand (Oldsville Rd.). From there, we stayed to the right where the road splits. 
Going to the right puts you on McCabe Chapel Rd. Go through the sharp curve to the right and 
continue another half mile or so until you come to McCabe Chapel, which sits up on a hill to the left. 
We parked in the driveway of the chapel and scoped the fields to the south.  
 
When we arrived, we found about 500-600 gulls feeding in the fields immediately south of the chapel. 
They may not be there all day, but they often move back and forth between the dump and this and 
other nearby feeding fields.  
 
While scanning through the flocks, I caught sight of interesting gull in flight. It was about the size of a 
Herring or Thayer's Gull, and seemed proportionally longer-winged and less bulky than the many 
Glaucous-winged Gulls flying around. It was flying directly away from me. I noted that it was very dark 
on the upper wing surface, with the entire "hand" of the wing appearing all dark and contrasting with 
the paler mantle and secondary coverts. My first impression was first-cycle California Gull, but it was 
too large.  
 
Additionally, it had what appeared to be solid black tail and a very pale (looked mostly white) rump for 
a first-cycle gull (tail/rump pattern doesn't fit California). I called Shawneen's attention to the bird and 
she got on it as well.  
 
We watched the bird in scopes as it flew away from us towards the dump. As I watched the bird, the 
only species that seemed to fit was Lesser Black-backed. Without any prompting or idea of what I was 
thinking, Shawneen said, "It looks like a Lesser Black-backed." Having lived along the Atlantic Coast for 
many years, Shawneen has far more experience than I do with Lesser Black-backed, but I have seen 
this species and this age class on several occasions both in the Chicago area and most recently at the 
Brownsville, TX dump (2011).  
 
After watching the bird fly over to the dump, we drove over to the dump entrance and scoped the 
birds as they circled the crown of the dump. We saw the bird once or twice very briefly as it flushed 
up, but the birds generally disappeared out of site over the top of the hill. The gulls remained at the 
dump for about 15 minutes or so as a bulldozer turned the refuse, but then began flying off to the 
north.  
 
We drove back to McCabe Chapel in hopes that the gulls were returning to the original field, but they 
didn't. Instead, several hundred birds circled high just north of the dump for about 20 minutes.  
 
We got on the bird in the circling horde and watched it for another 10-15 minutes. During this viewing 
it was in the company of several other first-cycle birds that included Herring, Thayer's, Glaucous-
winged, and intergrades. It was the only bird in the group that displayed the combination of a black tail 



and mostly white rump, and an all-dark hand of the wing. The Herrings all showed the tell-tale pale 
window in the inner primaries and they also looked paler on the underwings when they banked. The 
head and underside of the torso of this bird was also paler than the more evenly brownish hatch-year 
Herrings and Thayer's.  
 
In my experience, the paler head and torso of first-cycle Lesser Black-backed is more suggestive of the 
second-cycle plumages of other pink-footed gull species. Aside from never seeing this bird on the 
ground, not getting photos, and seeing it mostly at a distance, we are as convinced as one can be 
(given the viewing circumstances) that this bird is a first-cycle Lesser Black-backed Gull. 

 




