
Report to OBRC of Thick-billed Murre, Uria lomvia 
 
Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia):  1 individual; unknown sex; adult; alternate plumage 
28 April 2013 
Cape Arago, Coos County, Oregon 
 
I am submitting this report almost nine years after the fact, so my apologies! I do not have any good reason for not 
having submitted it earlier; busy-ness and/or laziness, I suppose, neither of which is a good reason! I was fully 
confident of the sighting at the time, had intended to submit it to the committee, and nothing in the intervening 
years has given me reason to doubt the identification. The recent submission of a flyby TB Murre report by Nolan 
and Josh reminded me that I had never bothered to submit this observation, so I searched through old files and 
folders and eventually found my original handwritten notes made at the time, which I felt was an important 
component of any long-outdated submission like this.  Although it may seem a bit disjointed to present multiple 
documents with some degree of overlap, I feel it’s more honest to simply submit what I’d created at the time 
rather than try to reconstruct a single new written account all these years later. Therefore, in addition to this brief 
summary here, my submission consists of:   
 

• a scan of my handwritten field notes made in a notebook at the time of observation. 
• a typed-out transcription of these same field notes, in case you can’t read my writing. 
• a copy of my posting made to OBOL on the day of the sighting. 
• copies of private email correspondence with Phil Pickering and Wayne Hoffman in the days following the 

observation. 
 
Overall Summary:   
On the morning of 28 April 2013 I was doing a seawatch by telescope from the viewpoint at Cape Arago. Viewing 
conditions were exceptionally good, with the sun at my back, no wind, no precipitation or fog, and a long clear 
view to the horizon. I had seawatched the previous two mornings and was accustomed to seeing and identifying 
several thousand birds each morning as they streamed past.  
 
At 7:57 a.m. I spotted three murres to the southwest. They were flying north-northeast (i.e. to the right and 
toward me). I followed them for at least 3 minutes in the scope (Kowa TSN-884 Prominar with 20-60x zoom 
eyepiece), during which time a fourth murre joined them. Throughout this period one of the murres stood out 
distinctly from the three others, as described in my accounts and in ways expected for Thick-billed Murre. 
 
That evening I examined GoogleEarth imagery and estimated distances using its measuring tool. I estimated that I 
first saw the murres at a distance of 0.90 mi (to the SW) and that their closest approach was 0.44 mi (to the W or 
NW). For some context, the Eared Grebes that day, easily identifiable as such in the scope, were at a distance of 
0.38 mi. 
 
I created an eBird list at the time (https://ebird.org/checklist/S13949837) but held off on entering field notes for 
the murre, instead writing in that I would return to it and paste in my full report to the OBRC once I got that done.  
(Ooops.) 
 
My thanks to the committee for considering this very late submission. I will not be bothered in the least if it is not 
accepted, but mainly just wanted to feel better about getting it into the record one way or the other after all these 
years. 
 
Jay Withgott 
7515 SW 34th Ave. 
Portland, OR 97219 
503-892-1994 
withgott@comcast.net 







Transcription of field notes that were handwritten on the morning of 28 April 2013, 
immediately after the sighting:   
 
 
 
3 Murres, joining 4th.    7:57 
 
lead bird slightly, consistently, larger in all proportions — bulkier body, thicker head & neck, 
bigger wings — long & wider. 
 
Darker black in color throughout. 
 
Pale glint on bill first caught my eye at great distance. That’s why I focused on bird. As it 
approached w/ the other two, the whitish color on bill or front of face was bright in sunlight at 
times. Other times disappeared, according to angle. 
 
The 3 birds came closer as headed N, showing all field marks above clearly & consistently, w/ 
whitish glint on bill coming & going depending on angle. 4th bird joined as they headed away. 
Focal bird larger & darker-backed & thicker-headed than all 3 others. 
 



Email correspondence with Phil Pickering following my murre sighting 
 
 
 
From: Jay Withgott 
Sent: Sunday, April 28, 2013 9:06 PM 
To: Phil Pickering 
Subject: TB Murres 
 
Hi Phil --  
In looking for a little more context re: Thick-billed Murre in Oregon, I'm wondering if you have had other birds fly 
by during your seawatches over the years that you felt or suspected were Thick-billed Murres but that were not 
submitted to the OBRC? (I was struck by how few reports there have been.) And am also wondering whether you 
have any opinions about exactly how well a person needs to see one to be sure?  From everything I've read today 
and from my impressions of Common Murres over the years, I don't get the sense that the species encompasses 
enough individual variation such that an aberrant individual could look exactly like Thick-billed Murre is supposed 
to.  I forgot to look for the shape of the black/white contrast on the breast and for flank streaking, alas, and I can't 
say I really saw bill shape at that distance, so I wouldn't be surprised if my colleagues on the committee vote it 
down, but everything I saw lined up perfectly for TB Murre. 
 
 
 
Hi Jay, 
 
I have seen one other that I am confident about 
and a few more distant candidates over the years. 
Wayne Hoffman has also seen at least one at BB. 
 
I see a lot of variability in the shade of gray on 
Commons (molt/wear related) so that by itself isn't 
of much use, but I don't really see radical variation in 
shape/size. Last week's bird jumped out as radically 
different, as you note chunkier/heavier with 
much more of a curve to the underparts. Also I don't 
recall ever seeing any real white in the bill/gape 
on a Common. Occasionally you get a reflection 
(or carried baitfish) that looks like a white line, 
but what it is becomes obvious with any kind of 
close inspection. I personally would be reasonably 
confident in the ID if I saw the shape/size you 
describe and was confident I saw the white line. 
Presumably your fellow OBRC members would 
question at what distance the white line is 
confidently discernable. 
 
I don't think the shape of the border on the breast 
is of much use in flight. I think you'd probably have to 
be underneath the bird to see much of a difference. 
 
So to answer your main question, in general no - 
for whatever my experience is worth I would agree 
with you that it's highly unlikely that possible 
variability in Common exists that would encompass 



what you describe. You might want to send the 
same query to Wayne. I believe he has significant 
experience with both species in AK and his 
opinion would be much more valuable than mine. 
 
Phil 
 
 
 
From: Jay Withgott 
Sent: Tuesday, April 30, 2013 11:47 AM 
To: Phil Pickering 
Subject: Re: TB Murres 
 
Thanks so much for your input, Phil -- this is very helpful and I appreciate it. 
 
I hadn't considered the baitfish possibility until I re-read your posting from the other day. I don't think that could 
have reasonably been what I saw, but it's useful to keep the possibility in mind, for sure!  Am I right in assuming 
they might carry fish for long distances to nest sites during the breeding season but not during spring passage 
migration? (Unless maybe males are feeding females now at this time of year??) 
 
I was astonished at how far the white gape line was visible. Using measurements on Google Earth I estimate that I 
first picked up the birds maybe 0.90 miles away (and I saw the white at this distance through a 22-60X Kowa 
scope), and that their closest approach was about 0.44 miles away. The white was indeed color and not just sun 
glinting, but I'm sure that initially as the birds approached me at an angle it was an interaction between sun and 
color (i.e., the sun reflecting brightly off the color) that made it so surprisingly apparent. It became less bright as 
the birds turned to a more 90-degree angle to me, even though they were closer. 
 
I will most certainly send my query to Wayne as well -- thanks. 
 
Also, I wonder if you would mind if I forwarded your private note here to the OBRC at some point?, as context for 
both my observation and yours?, and I would ask the same of Wayne.  (No worries at all if you're not willing, for 
whatever reason!  I just figure that as the most active seawatcher currently in the state, any one of us on the 
committee might find it useful to hear your perspective on this.) 
 
I hope you'll submit your recent sighting to the OBRC -- and also that if any of your or Wayne's older sightings were 
not submitted, that you send those along as well. I was struck by the apparent fact that we have not yet accepted 
a single living flyby bird. That may well be justified, I don't know, but as you know, when viewing conditions are 
exceptionally clear and well-lit and windless, it is amazing how well one can see distant birds on a seawatch. 
 
Thanks again for your help. Next spring I intend to hit the coastal migration window a little more precisely.  I found 
Tim Rodenkirk's posting the other day to be helpful in this regard, and I know you've posted in the past when you 
thought conditions were promising for a big flight, so please keep that kind of advice coming in the future -- those 
of us who are marooned inland appreciate it! 
 
Jay 
 
 
 
Jay, 
 
You are welcome to do whatever you wish with 
my comments as long as it's noted that I'm not 



claiming any expertise on the subject (beyond 
not noticing much obvious variation in body 
shape of locally moving Commons). Other than 
the brief sightings at BB I have zero experience 
with TBMU. 
 
Phil 
 
 
 
From: Jay Withgott 
Sent: Thursday, May 02, 2013 4:00 PM 
To: Phil Pickering 
Subject: Re: TB Murres 
 
Understood. I will note that and put things in proper context.  Thanks very much, Phil.  Good birding to you this 
ay!  - J 
 
 
 
No problem, Jay. I just didn't want to give the 
impression that I can give an opinion on the 
distance the white gape line should be discernable, 
or differentiable from the side of a fish showing 
in the gape or whatever. It was no problem at 
200 yards, but beyond that I have no idea. 
 
I looked at a few thousand Commons in 
bright sunshine at close range this morning 
and as normal didn't notice any radical 
variation in shape or size. There was a little 
bit of variation with differing posture, but 
nothing that really stood out in comparison 
to the masses as the TB did. 
 
Cheers, 
 
Phil 
 



Email correspondence with Wayne Hoffman following my murre sighting 
 
 
 
From: Jay Withgott [mailto:withgott@comcast.net]  
Sent: Tuesday, April 30, 2013 12:15 PM 
To: Wayne Hoffman 
Subject: Q for you on murres 
 
Hi Wayne --  
 
Phil Pickering suggested that I send you the same query I just sent to him, 
and of course he is right!   
 
I asked him, and would ask the same of you:   
 
       In looking for a little more context re: Thick-billed Murre in 
Oregon, I'm wondering if you have had birds fly by during your seawatches 
over the years that you felt or suspected were Thick-billed Murres but that 
were not submitted to the OBRC? (I was struck by how few reports there have 
been.) And am also wondering whether you have any opinions about exactly how 
well a person needs to see one to be sure?  From everything I've read since 
my Cape Arago sighting and from my impressions of Common Murres over the 
years, I don't get the sense that the species encompasses enough individual 
variation such that an aberrant individual could look exactly like 
Thick-billed Murre is supposed to.  I forgot to look for the shape of the 
black/white contrast on the breast and for flank streaking, alas, and I 
can't say I really saw bill shape at that distance, so I wouldn't be 
surprised if my colleagues on the committee vote it down, but everything I 
did see lined up perfectly for TB Murre. 
 
As Phil noted, you've got experience comparing the two species directly way 
up north, I understand, so any input you might have on this topic I would 
find very helpful.  Thanks so much! 
 
Jay 
 
 
 
Hi, Jay 
 
When I was riding research ships in Alaska in the 1970s I got a lot of 
experience telling murres apart in flight.  The main things were body shape 
and upperparts color.  Because both species were abundant, we did not have 
to worry about all the additional characters a records committee would want 
to have described.  The most obvious difference in body shape was that 
Thick-billed had a sort of hump on their shoulders, distinct from the 
smooth, slightly rounded profile of Commons.  And (in summer) the Commons 
were distinctly browner and paler.  In mixed flocks in good light these 
characters were obvious at a considerable distance. 
 
I have seen a few candidates down here, but have not submitted any to OBRC. 
Currently I am unlikely to submit records to OBRC unless I have photos or 



other physical evidence.  I did report one to OBOL several years ago - a 
bird on the water at Boiler Bay in spring, but not to OBRC. 
 
Wayne 
 
 
 
You are welcome to quoteanything I wrote to you. 
 
Wayne 
 



TBMU-2013-22 (Thick-billed Murre)
1st round vote – May 10, 2022

Accepted: 8
Not Accepted: 1

ACCEPTED, sight record, single report
TBMU versus COMU is a notoriously tricky identification, but I think Jay is right here. Jay's report is 
remarkably similar to my experience with what I am positive was a TBMU in February, 2022. The structure 
and plumage field marks that Jay notes seem spot on for TBMU. I am especially convinced by the duration of 
observation and he mentions studying many other COMU throughout the day and not seeing a similar. The 
ability to compare the two species side-by-side, like Jay had, adds a lot of validity to the report for me. I do 
not know how reliable the whiteish glint that Jay observed is, especially given the distance. It seems that it 
could easily have been light reflecting off of a wet bill or a prey item, although I think it is unlikely that COMU 
are already feeding chicks in late April. Regardless, I think structure, darker plumage, and Jay's ability to 
compare it to nearby COMUs is enough to convince me this bird was a TBMU.

This is a more challenging report to consider given that it was a single observer sighting and given that the 
bird was quite some distance from the observer. However, the white line on the upper mandible was seen by
the observer, which Common Murre should never have. The darker black coloration on the upperparts and 
the overall proportions of this bird also support its identification as a Thick-billed Murre.

The observer was able to directly compare Common Murres in flight. The white gape, blacker plumage, 
bulkier structure and larger size are sufficient for identification as aThick-billed Murre

(initially voted to Not Accept) Upon reconsideration, I have decided to accept this record based on the 
description of size, structure and dark color in direct comparison to flying Common Murre plus the white 
tomial stripe was observed.

I appreciate Jay submitting this to the committee, along with his thorough explanation as to why it took so 
long. The delay doesn't really bother me much. As for the written descriptions, it does sound like the bird was
seen well under pretty optimal conditions. I think we all know there's going to be some degree of uncertainty 
pertaining to sea watches, but in this instance, it seems to be pretty low. Most of the major differences 
between the two species in alternate plumage seem to have been addressed. The overall difference in 
proportions, the difference in the color of the upperparts, and the whitish line on the bill all sound to have 
been observed well. To me, this sounds like a pretty solid report of a TBMU from a assiduous and astute 
observer. 

While this submission is long-delayed as the observer notes, there is enough in the description from the 
contemporaneous handwritten notes to confirm this record in my opinion. The observer's experience, 
coupled with the excellent viewing conditions, lend credence to the observer being able to clearly discern all 
the field marks noted. In particular, the thicker head and neck and the visible white line on the bill, as well as 
the overall darker coloration (should be darkest and hence most different to common in the spring), are 
highly suggestive. While the white line on the bill is likely not typically visible in views of flying birds at the 
distance noted, the lighting conditions the observer notes could have rendered this feature quite visible even 
at the reported distances. Having looked at a lot of photos online, the white line is often not particularly 
visible on birds in flight, but can be quite visible at a distance on some birds in the right lighting conditions. 
The intensity of the white and the thickness of the stripe also appears to be quite variable on individual birds,
but is generally brighter in alternate plumage, which this bird should have been in. Given the length of time 



the observer viewed the bird and the ephemeral nature of the visible white stripe depending on lighting 
angle, I believe the observer would have noticed if the white line was actually a small fish being carried by the
bird rather than an actual white line. After looking at photos online, one noticeable difference that the 
observer doesn't mention that can be observed at quite a distance is the hump at the shoulders of a flying 
TBMU, but the observer's notation of a bulkier body could be interpreted to include this feature. Given the 
totality of the evidence presented, I am willing to accept this record despite the delayed report and the lack 
of photographic evidence.

Although this is a tricky ID at some distance, there seems to be a consensus among birders experienced with 
both species that identification in flight - especially with side-by-side comparison - is certainly possible. Jay 
saw and described all the pertinent field marks that separate the two species. He is a highly knowledgeable 
birder with plenty of sea watching experience, and his report is sufficient for me to accept this sighting.

Despite the long interval between the observation and submission of the report I believe this bird was 
correctly identified as a Thick-billed Murre. The observer took brief, but detailed notes at the time. The 
description supports this identification and is outside the range of variation in Common Murre. When 
comparing photos of birds together all field marks were accounted for, including the white gape. This is 
apparent in other side-by-side shots of the two species in flight. The observer notes that they did look for 
flank streaking, but this is hard to see even with good photos. While this is a difficult identification the noted 
field marks support this identification.

NOT ACCEPTED
I could not locate a description of birds plumage, was it in adult plumage, did it have white on the head? I 
saw a Thick-billed Murre off Westport on 4/23/22, we were about 20 feet away from bird and the white line 
was hard to see. Very experienced birders were unable to confirm id until photos were viewed. The field 
mark that did stand out was the thicker bill. I would think if one saw the white line, one would have noticed 
the difference in bill shape? https://ebird.org/pnw/checklist/S108289905



TBMU-2013-22
2nd round voting – July 16, 2022

Accepted: 9
Not Accepted: 0

ACCEPTED, sight record, single report
See first-round comments. 

I continue to believe that the observer saw sufficient structural and plumage details to confirm that a Thick-
billed Murre was observed.

After studying some more photos of both species in flight, I still feel that this identification, while very 
challenging, is very doable given the right viewing conditions. I feel Jay's in depth description of plumage and
viewing conditions adequately eliminates the possibility of this bird being Common Murre. My opinion 
about this bird remains unchanged from the first round, although I appreciated and definitely learned from 
the hesitancy expressed by several committee members in the first round vote. 

I think the combination of direct comparison, convincing description, and a known careful observer is 
sufficient to Accept.

Although this is a very difficult ID, I still feel that the obvious differences from COMU that Jay described are 
very consistent with TBMU. Even if the white glint observed on the bill was not actually the gape line but an 
artifact of lighting, the overall shape and color sound perfect for TBMU and very unlike COMU. I therefore 
continue to vote to accept.

Jay is astute, conservative with ID of rare birds and a careful observer. Description is solid enough to accept, 
though I would have liked a mention of "not a fish" for the white tomial stripe on the bill. Many times, I have
observed COMU carrying fish and it always makes to do a hard double-take.

Although I do appreciate caution with such detections, and do feel the confidence level can never truly 
approach 100% with certain sea watch scenarios, I still feel confident enough about the circumstances and 
descriptions of this report to accept.

Report does describe all the field marks in contrast to the other TBMU report.

See previous comments


