
OBRC REPORT 
 
Species: Little Gull 
 
Plumage/Age: Basic-plumaged adult 
 
Observer: David S. Irons 
 
Other Observers: Shawneen Finnegan, Dan Heyerly, Anne Heyerly 
 
Date: 6 December 2009 
 
Time/duration of observation: approx 2:45-4:00PM 
 
Location: Fern Ridge Reservoir Dam, Lane County, Oregon  
 
Weather Conditions: Mostly cloudless sunny skies, cool temps (high 30’s to low 40’s), 
steady 15-20 mph winds out of the nnw.  
 
Optics: Kowa TSN-883 Spotting Scope with a 20-60X zoom eye piece 
 
After spending more than an hour looking through and photographing a mixed flock of 
gulls (mostly Ring-billed, a few California, Glaucous-winged, “Olympic” Gulls, and at 
least one Herring) gathered near the west end of the Fern Ridge Reservoir Dam, I decided 
to scope the far shore of the drawn down main pool of the reservoir. While trying to make 
out distant shorebirds and waterfowl along a mud bar/peninsula on the far side of the 
pool, I came upon what appeared to be a very small gull or tern kiting and feeding low 
over a narrow mud peninsula that jutted out from the main shoreline. I watched the bird 
for approximately 20 seconds or so, confounded by its identity. I finally mentioned to the 
others in our group (Shawneen Finnegan, Dan Heyerly, and Anne Heyerly) that I had an 
interesting small gull way off in the distance. At almost the exact moment that I made 
this pronouncement, the bird banked steeply to the west, which for the first time allowed 
me to see its underwing pattern. “IT’S A LITTLE GULL” were my next words after 
clearly seeing that the underwings were almost uniformly dark charcoal gray to black. 
Little Gulls have a distinctive blunt/rounded wing shape and a somewhat tern-like 
bounding and buoyant flight style that, combined with the almost entirely dark 
underwing, gives this species a unique appearance among the gulls one might expect to 
see in North America. Having seen this species both close up in Oregon and under similar 
conditions and distance at Clinton Lake in central Illinois, I immediately recognized that 
flight style and underwing pattern were those of a Little Gull.  
 
Over the next couple minutes, I was able to get both Shawneen and Dan on the bird and 
they were also able to see the bird bank one or more times. They both saw the 
characteristic blackish underwing pattern and flight style. Shortly thereafter, the bird 
started spiraling upward, quickly gaining altitude and peeling off to the southwest. We 
watched it evaporate into the distance, convinced that we had gotten our last looks at the 



bird. Incredibly, Shawneen relocated the bird right back at the original location about five 
minutes after it had seemingly disappeared. It was once again kiting and feeding low over 
the muddy peninsula. Upon its return, Anne was able to get onto the bird and got a good 
view of the flight style and underwing, enough so that she (like the rest of us) was 
convinced that it was a Little Gull. 
 
Description: When I initially spotted the bird, it was approximately 1.0-1.25 miles away 
from our station on the mudflat at the west end of the Fern Ridge Dam. It was never 
much closer than this during the entirety of our observations. At this distance, there are 
few species, gulls or otherwise, that I might hazard to identify positively. However, when 
I got on this bird, its overall pale gray/white plumage, hovering/kiting flight, and feeding 
behavior (dropping down and picking food items off of the water surface) allowed me to 
immediately determine that it was either a small gull or a small tern. Since any small tern 
would be an incredible mid-winter rarity at this location, I surmised that it must be gull. 
There were some other gulls in the same general vicinity that I had just looked at while 
panning the far shore. There was no doubt in my mind that this bird was about 50% the 
size of the other gulls (Ring-billeds and larger) I had just seen. My first assumption was 
that the bird must be a Bonaparte’s Gull, as that would be the expected species at this site 
on this date. However, from this face-on view, the underwings seemed darker than those 
of a Bonaparte’s and I was also not seeing the white flash on the leading edge of the 
wing, a mark typically shown by Bonaparte’s. Additionally, the wings seemed sort of 
short and perhaps a bit too blunt at the tip for Bonaparte’s, which, to me, often suggests a 
small tern in flight. Note that as this bird fed it was quartering into a nnw. wind that was 
almost directly at our backs, so it often appeared to be flying in place facing right at us.  
 
When the bird finally banked, almost the entire underwing looked dark gray to black 
(dark charcoal). This mostly blackish underwing was framed by a white border along the 
trailing edge of the undersides of the flight feathers (formed by white tips on the 
underside of all primaries and secondaries). I was also able to see that the wingtips were 
blunt and rounded at the tip, not as tapered or pointed as they would be on a small tern or 
other species of small gulls. The tip of the tail was squared-off, not wedge-shaped so we 
could eliminate the possibility of this bird being a Ross’s Gull, which has occurred twice 
in Oregon. It was also apparent that the undersides of the flight feathers and the 
underwing linings were much too dark for a Ross’s Gull. We also considered Black-
headed Gull, but we felt that the short, less-pointed wings, and the lack of white on the 
leading edge of the upper and underwing surfaces eliminate that as possibility. 
Additionally, Black-headed Gulls have paler underwing linings than Little Gulls, with the 
dark on the underside of the wing more restricted to the flight feathers. 
 
During the first observation, I saw the bird bank and show its distinctive underwing 
pattern perhaps 4-5 times. I also saw it bank back the other way, which gave me a decent 
dorsal view. The upperwings and mantle look uniformly pale/pearl gray with no apparent 
carpal bars, dark tips on the flight feathers, or white leading edge on the wing. The nape 
and back of the head appeared to be a bit dusky, but could not be seen well from this 
distance. 
 



From the time the bird returned (approx 2:55PM) until the time it disappeared for a 
second time (approx 4:00PM), we had the bird in view almost continuously. During more 
than an hour of watching it, we saw it bank and show its underwings no fewer than 20 
times, each time seeing the same underwing pattern described above.  
 
The cool temps and steady winds eliminated any potential for heat waves and distorted 
perceptions that they can create. It was also a bright sunny day, but given the season, the 
sun angle was low enough that we did not have to deal with glare or reflection off the 
surface of the water. These conditions made it possible to max out the zoom on our 
scopes and use the 60X settings. To be quite frank, we all found humor in the fact that we 
actually identifying such a rare bird at this distance. Despite our distant views, there was 
absolutely no doubt on anyone’s part that we were watching a Little Gull.  
 
All four observers had seen this species on multiple occasions. Under similar conditions 
during the late fall of 1996, I was birding with a group of birders who were chasing a 
Little Gull known to be present on Clinton Lake in central Illinois. Using 8X bins while 
all the others were scanning with spotting scopes, I was able to pick the Little Gull 
(before it was spotted by others) flying out over the middle of the lake approx. 0.75 miles 
away. As with this bird, the distinctive dark underwing pattern and rather blunt rounded 
tips allowed me to make a distant ID with confidence. 
 
This description was written on 18 May 2010 from notes taken immediately after the 
observation on 6 December 2009.    
 
 
David S. Irons 
740 Foothill Dr 
Eugene, OR 97045 
 



OBRC DOCUMENTATION 

Little Gull 
Fern Ridge Reservoir 
6 December 2009 
Observer:  Shawneen Finnegan 
Optics:  Nikon EDG scope 20-60X 
Conditions: mostly clear skies, cold (30’s), and windy 
 

Dan and Anne Heyerly, myself, and Dave Irons had decided to go look at gulls at the 
west end of the dam at Fern Ridge Reservoir.  There were lots and lots of Ring-billed Gulls, 
California Gulls, Glaucous-winged and Olympic Gulls, plus a Herring Gull scattered about the 
lake.  We were getting ready to leave at 2:45 PM when Dave Irons said he had found a small gull 
at the far end of the lake from where we were standing.  He was just saying that it looked 
interesting and then said “It’s a Little Gull” as he had seen the underwing pattern when it banked.  
When I finally got on it I also saw it bank, flashing its dark charcoal-colored underwings.  Soon 
thereafter it began to gain altitude and seemingly disappeared off into the blue sky to the 
southeast. At that point while I had seen the diagnostic underwing pattern, it was not very 
satisfying given the brevity and distance.  Dan had managed to also get on the bird but Anne was 
unable to get on it well enough as it had already begun its skyward ascent. 
 Much to my surprise I relocated the gull again at about the same location Dave had first 
spotted it.  At 60-power it was a spec, but even at that distance the white/gray color and small 
delicate size and shape could be determined, and the deep-wing strokes and kind of floppy flight 
distinguished it as a small gull, or even a tern.  Much of the time is was feeding, staying low to 
the ground, facing directly towards us.  Occasionally it would sail off to the left or right when 
one could see the underwing pattern.  Sometimes it would drop down too low to see it, either 
when landing on the ground or perhaps sitting on the water behind the wet sandy bar it was 
feeding behind. Thank goodness for superior optics.  After watching it until about 4 PM, it again 
picked up and sailed off into the heavens.  I stayed on it for a long, long time until it was the size 
of a dust mote (or smaller) in my scope.  This time it had headed more southwest.  This time it 
seemed to leave for good. 

Fortunately standing where we were below the dam we were sheltered from most of the 
north wind that was blowing.  Dan and Anne had attempted to move to a different location to try 
and get closer to it (which didn’t work) and commented on how windy it was when they were at 
Jean’s Road. 

Because of the very cold conditions there were no heat waves, which is why we could see 
the bird so well as such a long distance away.  And fortunately it stayed in much the same 
section and flew back and forth over and over again, allowing for repeated looks at this first Lane 
County record of Little Gull. 

 
DESCRIPTION: 
This was a very small gull seen mostly by itself.  Occasionally a larger gull would fly in front of 
it for comparison.  As mentioned above, it was a tiny gull, with a distinctive flight that 
distinguished it from the other species in the area. It was shaped like a Bonaparte’s or other small 
gull with wings that were slightly rounded at the tip, rather than very pointed like a tern.  It had a 
relatively small head but at that distance I couldn’t tell you much about the bill. Because it was 



white underneath and pale gray (like above it was much easier to pick out at that distance than it 
would have been has it been a different color, particularly had it been a cryptic coloration.  Other 
small gulls could be eliminated by the underwing pattern that is shared by no other except Ross’s 
Gull.  The tail was not wedge-shaped and the white trailing edge to the underside of the wing 
was narrow, not as wide as a Ross’s, particularly at the junction of the primaries and secondaries 
where the white is wider. It was remarkable how well one could see the underwing pattern, with 
its dark, almost black underside, with a white edge that extended from around the tips of the 
primaries to all the secondaries.  
 
Given the distance more definitive details could not be made.  If the bird’s shape and underwing 
pattern were not so distinctive it would have been a much more difficult task to identify it. 
 
Shawneen Finnegan 
2544 NW Marshall Street 
Portland, OR 97210 
shawneenfinnegan@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 


