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MALL TERNS ARE REALLY PERFECT birds.
They are lovely, sleek, and buoyant.
# Though they have webbed feet, all their
]1fc functions cxcept nesting and resting ate
accomplished in flight. While Forster’s Terns
are mostly resident, Commons and Arctics
are bighly migratory, A nestling Common
Tern banded at Long Island, New York, i
June 1969 was caught by the crew of a fishing
boat west of Ivory Coast, West Africa, in
December of the same year. Some Arctic
Terns have proven able to travel over 22,000
miles annually berween the Arctic and Antare-
tic. By following the sun in this manner, they
spend most of their lives in the light of day.
Common lern is, well, common as a
migrant along the coast and is often found in
good numbers where small terns congregate,
[ts migration takes place mostly nearshore,
but occasionally Commons are found with
the more expected Arctics in the offshore

e Small Terns

Winter plinnage heads: Arctic (top), Comuron
(center}), and Forster'’s (bottoni).

FORSTER’S

“CoOMMICT

1) Adult mantle very pale gray, dorsal tail sur-
face similar, producing little contrast on upper
parts (not vaiid in unnntme)

Aduitmande darker gray than Forster
rump and dorsal tail vield distinct back/ai
trast (as in mrmczrwe Tor ster s}

2) Adule with d1st1ncrl) white outer web to outer
tail feathers (rail grayish).

Adultwith dlstllldl} black outer web to outer
tail feather {tail white).

3} Adult primaries lighter than mantle above
and light with smudg) gray tips below,

Adult primaries as dark or darker than mantle
above and white, tlppcd with black, below.

4} Basic plurnage {winter and immarure) with
black eye patch extending back to include
auriculars (ear coverts) only. Very rarely, dark
flecking continues to connect narrowly on nape,
{ike a party mask.

53 Immature with light leading edge wo mner
Wwing.

Basic phunage (winter and immature} with eye
in black, black continuing to hinderown ti-
angling on to nape, like black bandana.

Immature with dark leading edge to inner wing

most obvious as a dark bar along the “shoul-
der™ on pczutd birds. This mark can sometimes
be obscured by unruly h;cﬂst fcathc;s

6} Immature with buff edges to back feathers
and black tips to outer three rectrices.

) ngbcaw flying ar case relatively shﬂii()w

and fast.

COMMON

Tmmatures with brown and black Ldges to back

feathers & dusky tps €0 Qufer rectrices.

\)v'mgbmfs fying at ease relativ ci\ dLLp
and stow,

1) In flight, relatively long bill and head and
shorter tail make thav part of the bird in front of
the leading edge of the wings about the same
length as thar part bebind the wrailing edge.
Applies to a good, straight profite view only.

In flight, relatively shore bill and head and long
rail make that part of the bird in front of the
leading edge of the wings litde more than haif
as long as that pairt of the bird behind the trail-
ing edge.

2) Long bill gives the head a long, sleek, drawn
out fook.

Short bill and rounded head produce a delicate,
cute look,

3) Looking up ac the bird, livide or no light can
be seen through the flight feathers, and the tail
shows dark outer edges.

Looking up at the bird, much light may be seen
through many inner primary feathers, forming
large wiangles of ransparency, and the tail
appears white all over.

4) Underside of primarics broadly and blu rrily
tpped with black.

Underside of primarics narrowhy and sharply
tipped with black.

5) Adultin spring slightly flushed with fighr gray

’h'ud te see). No obvious white stripe on fau

Adults in spring are cl|stuchi) gray below but
show a clearly defined white facial stripe
between the black cap and the gray throat.

6} Adule bill usually orange-red or red and most
often tipped with dark.

73 When perched, legs (tarsi) quite long when
comparcd to similarly perched Arcric Tern.
Forster's is tall, like Common,

Adult bill blood red with no dark tip (Common
may appr oach this).

When perched, legs (tarsi) quite short when com-

pared to similarly perched Conumon Tern.

8} When perched, wing tips meet the end of
the tail.

When perched, wingtips fall short of the end of
the tail.

9} Dorsal wing coverts of inmmature are gray.

ro) Dark wedge on upper wing surface extends
from tip toward base of fifth and sixth
primaries.

Dm sal w mg coverts of § immature are w hmsh

Lacks the black wedge on upper wing ‘;mhcc
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corridors. Late July through lare October
and mid-April through May are the periods
of passage.

Uncommaon but regular mid-August to
mid-October, Arctic Tern travels well offshore
and is rarely seen on or from the beach. It is
also a rare nearshore migrant in spring, and
all of the very few onshore records are from
late April to carly June. Many thousands of
Arcric Terns pass California, fall and spring,
but they travel non-stop beyend the continen-
tal shelf.

Field Identification

tures, and many times of adults, is
difficult and sometimes impossible
under anything but perfect viewing condi-
rions. So try to find the field marks listed here
on terns flying or standing close to you on a
caln: day with soft light. The characteristics

given in these two tables represent a summary

of published descriptions, most nozably thar

HE CERTAIN IDENTIFICATION of imma-

Swalt terns in flight: Arciic {top), Conmion
{center), and Forster’s (botiom),

from “Pelagic Birds of Monterey Bay” {(Cali-
fornia Birds v:20—36, 1970). They should
help enunciate differences between identically
aged individuals of the three specics.

Since Forster’s Tern is the most different
in the set, begin with the characreristics thar
distinguish it from the “Commic™ (Common
plus Arcric) types. Then move on to the list
of characteristics contrasting Common
with Arctic.

Common and Arctic Terns are super-
cally guite similar, but posture, shape, and
color pattern differences make them casily
separable under good viewing conditions.
After overali shape, the dark and lght pattern
of the primaries {as a whole} is the best mark.

Note: There are two characteristics,
sometimes considered singularly diagnostic,
that should be used only to qualify other com-
piled fearures for identification, First, bill

coforis quite variable, especially on werns
away from their breeding areas. Tn spring,
Forster’s usually has a yellow-orange bill with
a dark tip, Commeon usually has an orange-
red bill with a dark tip, and the Arctic’s bifl is
usually blood red including the tip. Forster’s,
however, can be guite red in the bill, and
Common can be red with no black tip. Bills
of all three species rur black in the winter.
Second, the apparent tarsal length depends
upen how the bird is standing and how the
belty feathers are arranged. This “tallness™
feature is only of real use when Arctic Ferns
are standing with Forster’s or Commons,

S0 go out to the coast during migration,
to a place where these birds congregate, and
pick out the various species. As well as being
educazional and a challenge ro your senses, it
can be a real birding tern-on.

* This and other past Focus columns are available
as PRBO reprings for S.75 apiece,
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