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American Hawk-Owl caught off
Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canary
Islands, in October 1924

Cosme D Romay & C S (Kees) Roselaar

orthern Hawk-Owl Surnia ulula is a circum-

boreal species of which the nominate sub-
species S u ulula (hereafter ulula) breeds in the
taiga belt of northern Eurasia. In the coniferous
forests of the mountains of north-central Asia, it is
replaced by the subspecies S u tianschanica, while
in North America the subspecies S u caparoch
(American Hawk-Owl, hereafter caparoch) breeds
in taiga forests from Alaska, USA, through Canada
eastto Newfoundland (K&nig etal 2008). Although
mostly sedentary, the species performs dispersive
and eruptive movements within and outside its
breeding range, triggered by food availability
(Tischler 1907, Hagen 1957, Rohner et al 1995,
Ehmsen 2004). In Europe, vagrants of nominate
ulula have reached central Europe, south to

Romania and former Yugoslavia and west to Britain
and France, while in North America nomadic
birds of caparoch reach the 40°N parallel as
southern vagrancy limit (Cramp 1985, del Hoyo et
al 1999, Sibley 2003), and caparoch has also
been recorded as a vagrant in Britain (Slack 2009,
Harrop 2010).

When working on the text of Northern Hawk-
Owl for volume 4 of Birds of the Western Palearctic
(Cramp 1985), Kees (C S) Roselaar noted a previ-
ously unrecorded specimen from Las Palmas,
Gran Canaria, Canary Islands, in the collection of
Naturalis Biodiversity Center (Naturalis) in Leiden,
the Netherlands. After comparison with the other
specimens of the three subspecies available in the
collection, the bird was clearly identifiable as

1-3 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria,
Canary Islands, in October 1924), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden, Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

[Dutch Birding 35: 1-6, 2013]



American Hawk-Owl caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924

4 Underside of stand of American Hawk Owl / Ameri-
kaanse Sperweruil Surnia ulula caparoch caught off Las
Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924:
‘caught at Las Palmas aboard ship; Rotterdam Zoo,
7 November 1924’. Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

6-7 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil

Surnia ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran

Canaria, Canary lIslands, in October 1924), Naturalis

Biodiversity Center, Leiden, Netherlands, August 2012

(Cosme D Romay). Details of tail from above (plate 6)
and below (plate 7).

|

5 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia
ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria,
Canary Islands, in October 1924), Naturalis Biodiversity
Center, Leiden, Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D
Romay). Detail of claws and feathered feet.

first-year male caparoch. Accordingly, this record
from the Canary Islands was mentioned in the
section ‘Movements’ of the species account in
Cramp (1985) while its mensural data were simi-
larly included in the section ‘Measurements’ but
no further details were published. Because this
specimen represents only the second record of
caparoch in Europe and the Western Palearctic,
we here provide a full account of this record.

Identification

The Las Palmas bird (plate 1-13) is clearly identi-
fied as Northern Hawk-Owl by its black upper-
parts marked with white spots, closely black-and-
white barred underparts and long black tail with
some narrow white bars. The presence of worn
brown tertials contrasting with the black and un-
worn remainder of the upperparts as well as large
white triangular tips to the central tail-feathers
show it to be a first-year bird (cf Cramp 1985). The
differences between ulula and caparoch are more
subtle: according to the literature, caparoch is
generally deeper black with smaller white spots
on the upperparts, shows relatively broader black
bars on the underparts and has narrower white
tail-bars (Konig et al 2008, van Duivendijk 2011).
However, these differences are not unequivocallly
supported by 20 skins of ulula from Eurasia and
six of caparoch from North America examined in
Naturalis: perhaps an average difference is shown



American Hawk-Owl caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924

8 American Hawk Owls / Amerikaanse Sperweruilen
Surnia ulula caparoch (right: caught off Las Palmas, Gran
Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924; left: speci-
men from Canada), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

in characters but the overlap is wide. Some differ-
ences between both taxa exist in the pattern of
individual feathers on crown, scapulars and chest
(eg, Cramp 1985) but even within one individual
the variation in feather pattern in each of these
feather tracts is large and valid for identification
only when exactly the same feather of ulula and
caparoch is compared. The only easy identifica-
tion character is formed by the colour pattern of
the two longest primaries (p7-8; primaries num-
bered from inside): ulula shows 8-10 white spots
beyond the longest primary covert on the outer
web of these feathers (of which 4-5 on the emar-
ginated part), caparoch has 5-7 white spots (2-3
on the emarginated part); moreover, the spots of
ulula are larger and squarer and of caparoch
smaller and rounder. This character is useful in the
field as well. The Las Palmas bird has only five
spots on the outer web of p7-8 (of which two
small ones on the emarginated part) and thus
clearly belongs to caparoch. Measurements of

9 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia
ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria,
Canary Islands, in October 1924), right, with Northern
Hawk-Owl / Sperweruil § u tianschanica (specimen
from Central Asia), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay). Note that
underpart barring is slightly bolder and darker in capa-
roch than in tianschanica.

caparoch and ulula overlap widely. The subspe-
cies tianschanica from north-central Asia is also
darker than ulula but differs from caparoch by the
longer wing and tail (table 1). The measurements
of the Las Palmas bird in table 1 exclude tian-
schanica.

Circumstances

The owl was captured alive on board of a ship
steaming off Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Canary
Islands, in October 1924 (probably late October).
It was apparently exhausted, because the ship’s
crew would otherwise not have been able to catch
it. It was taken into care on the ship when the ves-
sel moved on to Rotterdam, Zuid-Holland, the
Netherlands, and was handed over to Rotterdam
Zoo on arrival, where it died on 7 November
1924. As was usual for rare birds dying in the
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10 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil
Surnia ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran
Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924), right, with
Northern Hawk-Owl / Sperweruil S u ulula (left: speci-
men from Finland), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

11 American Hawk Owls / Amerikaanse Sperweruilen
Surnia ulula caparoch (left: caught off Las Palmas, Gran
Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924; right: speci-
men from Canada), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

TABLE 1 Comparison of biometrics of American Hawk-Owl Surnia ulula caparoch (bottom) caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria,
Canary Islands, in October 1924 (bottom) with biometrics of other Northern Hawk-Owl specimens. S u ‘pallasi’ refers to specimens
from north-eastern Asia, generally included in nominate S u ulula. Measurements (in mm) taken by C S (Kees) Roselaar.

sex wing tail tarsus bill (to skull ) bill (to cere)
mean+SD (range; n) mean=SD (range; n) mean+SD (range; n) mean+SD (range (n) mean+SD (range; n)
S uulula

?  239.3+4.3 (232-246; 12) 177.9+6.3 (168-186; 7) 25.5+1.1 (24.4-27.2; 6) 25.6+1.2 (23.1-26.8; 7) 18.8+0.4 (18.1-19.3; 7)
& 235.1+2.0(233-239; 10) 179.2+4.8 (174-188; 9) 25.7+1.3 (23.6-27.7;9) 24.1+0.9 (22.8-25.2; 8) 17.6+1.0 (15.3-18.7; 9)

S u tianschanica

? 249(5 1) 179.5 (- 1) 268 (1)

23.9 (5 1) 17.9 (1)

& 242.8+1.8(241.5-244; 2) 181.5+9.2 (175-188; 2) 25.9+0.9 (25.2-26.5; 2) 23.6+0.5 (23.2-23.9; 2) 17.6+0.6 (17.1-18.0; 2)

S u ‘pallasi’

?  239.9+6.5(229-249; 8) 184.0+9.9 (177-191; 2) 26.4+0.1 (26.3-26.5; 2) 23.9+0.4 (23.6-24.2; 2) 17.8+0.6 (17.4-18.2; 2)
& 234.8+4.3 (229-240;7) 174.7+1.8 (173-176.5; 3) 25.6+0.6 (24.9-26.0; 3) 24.4+0.6 (23.8-25.0; 3) 16.9+0.5 (16.6-17.5; 3)

S u caparoch

Q? 238.8+3.8 (235-246; 6) 178.8+4.9 (176-184.5; 3) 26.2+0.9 (25.3-27.0; 3) 25.4+0.8 (24.6-26.2; 3) 19.9+0.6 (19.3-20.4; 3)
& 231.4+2.9(226-235;8) 172.6+2.2 (169.5-175; 4) 26.1+1.2 (24.7-26.8; 3) 24.4+0.7 (23.4-24.9; 4) 18.5+0.5 (17.8-18.9; 4)

S u caparoch, juvenile 3, Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canary Islands, 1924, Naturalis Biodiversity Center, RMNH 5409

wing tail tarsus
229 175 26.7

bill (to skull) bill (to cere)
24.8 18.8
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12 American Hawk Owl/Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia
ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran Canaria,
Canary Islands, in October 1924), right, with Northern
Hawk-Owl / Sperweruil S u tianschanica (specimen from
Central Asia), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

Amsterdam, The Hague or Rotterdam zoos, it was
immediately sent to the Rijksmuseum van Natuur-
lijke Historie in Leiden, the predecessor of Natura-
lis, where it was mounted as Surnia ulula capa-
roch nr 5, register nr 5409.

Discussion

Captains and crew of ships from the Netherlands
have a long tradition in sending dead or exhausted
birds found on their vessels to Dutch museums or
(when still alive) zoos. Naturalis contains many
100s of these birds, mainly taken on one of two
routes from the Americas to the Netherlands:
1 from New York, USA, across the northern
Atlantic (via which route at least three ship-strand-
ed Snowy Owls Bubo scandiacus arrived) or
2 from a more southerly route directed north-east
from the Caribbean or South America to Rotterdam
or Amsterdam. The sailors are generally well
aware that they should attach coordinates and

13 American Hawk Owls / Amerikaanse Sperweruilen
Surnia ulula caparoch (caught off Las Palmas, Gran
Canaria, Canary Islands, in October 1924), right, with
Northern Hawk-Owl / Sperweruil S u ulula (left: speci-
men from Finland), Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden,
Netherlands, August 2012 (Cosme D Romay)

dates to their specimens to make them scientifi-
cally interesting but birds delivered to zoos some-
times bear fewer data. From names of ships or of
crew members noted at the zoo, the route of the
ship and details of provenance can often be ob-
tained afterwards, even after many years, but for
the Las Palmas caparoch we have the bad luck
that the archives of Rotterdam Zoo burnt during
the bombardment of Rotterdam in May 1940.
However, a few assumptions can be made: 7 The
plumage of the bird was in good condition. It
clearly had not been in captivity for more than 1-2
weeks before it died on 7 November. This puts the
date when it flew aboard in the last week of
October 1924 (also based on the suggested speed
of the ship between Las Palmas and Rotterdam),
which is in accordance with the general peak of
irruptive movements of Northern Hawk-Owl
(October-November, especially late October;
Hagen 1957, Rennest 1994); 2 A ship sailing
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along the Canary Islands to Rotterdam is not fol-
lowing a route from New York across the northern
Atlantic but a route from the Caribbean or South
America north-eastwards (if not even coming from
West Africa). The chance that an individual ar-
rived on a ship during the early part of the Atlantic
crossing is remote, because the ship then still was
in tropical waters, far beyond the known southern
range of Northern Hawk-Owl. Thus, a long ship-
assisted arrival seems unlikely; 3 Favouring genu-
ine vagrancy is the evidence of east-bound re-
mains of ‘Hurricane Ten’ (or ‘Huracan sin Prece-
dentes’) that hit Cuba on 19 October 1924, reach-
ing Saffir-Simpson category 5 (with winds of 270
km/h), and subsequently weakened as it moved
north-east towards Florida and the center of the
Atlantic (extratropical depression by 23 October
1924 when at Bermuda) (Landsea et al 2012,
Unisys 2012). ‘Hurricane Ten’ could have forced
Neartic migratory birds eastwards as eastern North
American tropical depressions during autumn
sometimes do (Elkins 2004); and 4 There is an-
other acceptable record for caparoch in Europe,
in England, under circumstances quite com-
parable with those of the Las Palmas bird: an ex-
hausted individual that could be caught by hand
aboard a ship a few sea miles off Cornwall in
March 1830; three other caparoch reported in
Britain are now considered unreliable and are no
longer on the British list (Harrop 2010).
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Samenvatting

AMERIKAANSE SPERWERUIL GEVANGEN BIj LAS PALMAS, GRAN
CANARIA, CANARISCHE EILANDEN, IN OKTOBER 1924 Dit arti-
kel beschrijft de vangst van een eerstejaars mannetje
Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia ulula caparoch op een
schip bij Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Canarische Eilanden,
in oktober 1924 (waarschijnlijk in de laatste week van

oktober). De vogel werd meegenomen naar Rotterdam,
Zuid-Holland, waar hij op 7 november 1924 stierf in de
dierentuin. De combinatie van veerkenmerken (met
name het beperkte aantal witte vlekken op de langste
handpennen) en maten sluit andere ondersoorten van
Sperweruil uit. De vogel wordt opgezet bewaard in
Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden. Het betrof het
tweede Europese geval van caparoch; het enige andere
Europese en West-Palearctische geval was een exem-
plaar dat in maart 1830 eveneens levend werd gevangen
op een schip op zee bij Cornwall, Engeland.
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Snow Bunting: sexing, ageing and

subspecies

Rik Winters

uringawinter’s day birding inthe Netherlands,

Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis always
presents a highlight. Although not a rarity, the spe-
cies is very uncommon away from the coast, and
groups exceeding a few 10s of birds are only regu-
lar around the Wadden Sea. In a group flying by,
the variation in white patches invariably leaves
observers with a sense of beauty but also with a
feeling that there was something in there that they
did not grasp completely. Studying perched birds,
it soon becomes clear there is much variation in
whiteness of the head, wing, rump and under-
parts, but also that most field guides do little in
putting a meaning to the variation observed.
Digging deeper into the literature reveals that tell-
ing what is what is not always simple. Confronted
with this situation, various ringers searched for
and found solutions to most problems concerning

determination of age, sex and subspecies (eg,
Banks et al 1989, Jukema & Rijpma 1989, Rae &
Marquiss 1989, Smith 1992). Their identification
criteria were developed on birds during winter.
Taking their findings into the field, | found that,
although the methods developed were based on
birds in the hand and museum specimens, many
of these criteria can be used very well in the field
as well, at least when given reasonable views.

When observing a Snow Bunting, it is generally
easy to determine whether the bird is a male or a
female. Determining the age is rather more diffi-
cult. Assigning the subspecies, however, again is
not too difficult, although in some cases details
need to be observed that are not easy to see under
field conditions.

Snow Buntings wintering in the Netherlands
belong to two subspecies: nominate P n nivalis

14 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, adult female P n nivalis, Lauwersoog, Groningen,

[Dutch Birding 35: 7-14, 2013]

Netherlands, 16 February 2008 (Rik Winters). Very pale and large bird, suggesting vlasowae.
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15 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, first-winter male P n insulae, Lauwersoog, Groningen,

Netherlands, 16 February 2008 (Rik Winters) 16 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, male, most

likely P n nivalis, Eemshaven, Groningen, Netherlands, 6 January 2008 (Rik Winters). Note extensively white rump

and contrast between pale mantle fringes and rufous scapular fringes. Very pale plumage and large size suggestive of
vlasowae.

(hereafter nivalis) from Greenland east to western
Russia, including Scandinavia, and P n insulae
(hereafter insulae) from Iceland. The two subspe-
cies form mixed flocks on the wintering grounds
where their ranges overlap. Little is known about
the ratios in which the subspecies occur in the
Netherlands. /nsulae is presumed to be the most
numerous subspecies, being about twice as nu-
merous as nivalis (Jukema & Fokkema 1992), but
this ratio may vary between winters. However, us-
ing the identification criteria described hereafter,
birds | checked in the Wadden Sea area in autumn
(September-October) all proved to be nivalis.

In addition, P n vliasowae (hereafter vlasowae)
from Siberia, Russia, may occur in western Europe
but its occurrence is obscured by poorly known
identification criteria and the presumed occur-
rence of vlasowae-type birds in northern Atlantic
populations (Cramp & Perrins 1994).

Sexing

The scapular pattern is diagnostic for sexing but,
in case of doubt, there are several other features
that can be used.

Males show a broad blunt tip to the black
centre of the scapulars, while in females these
feathers show a pointed dark brown centre. The
difference is least pronounced between first-
winter males and adult females but, even then,
the difference is usually easily made. In males,
these centres may appear to form a black ‘belt’
between the largely white wing-coverts and the
brown- to pale-edged mantle-feathers while, in

females, there is no such ‘belt’ apparent, as the
scapulars are similarly patterned as the mantle-
feathers (although the colour of the feather edges
may differ).

The median and lesser wing-coverts are white
in males, while in females these feathers have a
dark centre and a white fringe. First-winter males
may show a dark feather centre to some lesser
wing-coverts. On perched birds, this feature is of-
ten best seen as a white band between the dark
scapulars and dark alula. Also, the greater wing-
coverts are usually whiter in males than in females
but there is extensive overlap and this is not a reli-
able feature.

The wing-tip of males is black or blackish, cre-
ating a ‘dipped-in-ink pattern” in flight. In females,
the dark parts are less black and less well demar-
cated from the white parts (Svensson 1992). On
perched birds, however, this feature is usually of
little use.

Other sexing features include biometrics (Banks
et al 1989), the pattern of the feathers of the nape,
and a formula regarding the whiteness of various
wing- and tail-feathers (Jukema & Rijpma 1989)
but these characters are of little use in the field.
Furthermore, extensively white primary coverts
are shown primarily by males but not all males
show this. There is variation related to subspecies
(see below): some females nivalis may also show
white on these feathers, and first-winter males in-
sulae may show all-dark primary coverts.

The characters can usually be observed quite
easily and, given reasonable views, allow for a



failsafe sexing. The result may sometimes be expe-
rienced as somewhat ‘counter intuitive’ as illus-
trated by plate 14-15, with the pale bird being the
female and the brown one the male.

Ageing

Determining the age of a Snow Bunting is most
often not straightforward and relies on close views
of a number of feathers. The ‘classic’ key is the
shape of the tip of the tail-feathers — pointed in
first-winter birds and rounded in adults — but this
is generally regarded of little use as the tail-
feathers in adults may wear to a more pointed
shape. Furthermore, this feature can hardly ever
be assessed reliably in the field (although photo-
graphs may be of great help).

Smith (1992) used a combination of tertial pat-
tern and wear, inner greater covert pattern and a
tail feature. He showed that this combination was
almost free of errors. Only in spring, some birds
were aged incorrectly, probably as a result of wear
of the relevant feather parts.

Of these three features, the tail feature is of little
use for field observations but, given reasonable
views, the tertials and greater coverts can be stud-

Snow Bunting: sexing, ageing and subspecies

ied in sufficient detail. Luckily, the tail feature is
the least accurate of the three and leaving it out
introduces little additional error (cf Smith 1992).

Tertials of both adult and first-winter birds typi-
cally show a broad ginger-coloured or rusty edge
and tip but, in adults, the tertials start showing
wear only much later in the season. Beware of late
winter and early spring birds as, by then, also
adults may have lost the fringes. The longest
(outer) tertial is the most relevant of the three, as it
is much more prone to wear than the inner two.

The inner greater coverts can be used in two
ways. They are largely dark with a pale fringe. In
juveniles, this fringe is narrow and easily wears off
while, in adults, the fringe is wide and less prone
to wear. Especially late in the season, interpreta-
tion of this feature may become difficult. The tell-
tale sign of age is a moult contrast shown by some
first-winter birds. Some have moulted their inner-
most (rarely two) inner greater covert(s) and re-
placed the narrowly edged juvenile one(s) by a
broadly edged adult-type feather. Any bird show-
ing a broadly edged inner greater covert next to a
narrowly edged one certainly is a first-winter
(plate 22).

17 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, adult female P n insulae, Katwijk aan Zee, Zuid-Holland,
Netherlands, 2 November 2012 (René van Rossum). Pointed centre of scapulars typical for female. Extensive
coloration on head and underparts and slight contrast between mantle and scapulars indicate insulae.
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18 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, adult male P n insulae, Eemshaven, Groningen, Netherlands,
6 January 2008 (Rik Winters). Note fringes to mantle-feathers being only slightly paler than fringes of scapulars.
19 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, male, Lauwersoog, Groningen, Netherlands, 23 February 2008
(Rik Winters). Tertial and inner greater covert edges much abraded, rump invisible, so age and subspecies cannot be
told with certainty, but rusty fringes to mantle-feathers and compact appearance suggest insulae. 20 Snow Bunting /
Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, first-winter female, Lauwersoog, Groningen, Netherlands, 18 February 2008 (Rik
Winters). Tertial and inner greater covert edges abraded and narrow, tail-feathers sharply pointed. Grey mantle and
extensive white underparts indicate P n nivalis. 21 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, adult male
P n insulae, Lauwersoog, Groningen, Netherlands, 23 December 2008 (Rik Winters). Note typical rump pattern with
extensive black markings.

In general, adults show more white than first-
winter birds of the same sex and subspecies.
When both sex and subspecies can (in most cases)
be determined, some additional features may be
of use when determining the age of the bird.

In insulae many first-winter birds show a grey-
ish head, reminiscent of the juvenile plumage.
This enables to age these birds at first sight. These
birds also show very little white on the second-
aries and none on the primaries.

At the other extreme, completely white primary
coverts are typical of adult male nivalis; first-win-

10

ter males of this subspecies show a variable
amount of black at the tip of these feathers, over-
lapping with adult male insulae in this feature,
while on first-winter male insulae these feathers
may be all dark.

Subspecies
In general, nivalis is whiter and slightly larger than
insulae, with vlasowae being even more whiter
and larger.

Males of nivalis and insulae can usually easily
be identified to subspecies level by the pattern of
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22 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, first-winter female P n insulae, Lauwersoog, Groningen,
Netherlands, 23 December 2008 (Rik Winters). Note broad edge to moulted inner greater covert. 23 Snow Bunting /
Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, first-winter female P n insulae, De Blocq van Kuffeler, Flevoland, 24 December
1996 (Arnoud B van den Berg). Note general rusty appearance and lack of obvious white. 24 Snow Buntings /
Sneeuwgorzen Plectrophenax nivalis, Katwijk aan Zee, Zuid-Holland, Netherlands, 2 Nov