A Memorable
Weekend Birding
by
Aidan G. Kelly
Rough-legged Buzzard
Crunch! Crunch! It was early morning on a calm
sunny and very cold Saturday morning, 18th
November 1995, and we were walking through
some ice covered puddles on a rural laneway
near Claregalway, Co. Galway trying to access a
narrow river/canal along which a Rough-legged
Buzzard had been sighted in recent days.
I had travelled over from Dublin with Tom
Shevlin and Victor Caschera. Having seen just
one Rough-legged Buzzard prior to this on the
Copeland Islands, Co. Down in 1984, I was looking forward to seeing this bird. It would be a
new Irish bird for the other two.
The area was vast and the landscape composed
of uniformly flat fields with some trees and
hedgerows at their perimeters. Eventually we
crossed one of these fields towards the area
where we’d heard that the bird was best sighted
from.

Fig 1. Double-crested Cormorant.
Off Nimmo’s Pier, Galway. November 1995.
Photo: Don Hodgers.
It didn’t take long before we picked it up and we
soon had excellent views of it sitting on a post
along the small river. Of course these were the
days before we had digi-scoping or DSLR cameras so regrettably none of us was in a position
to take any photos of this bird.
So it was out with the notebook where I scribbled down some of its features. Given the westerly location, there is always an outside chance
that this could have been a Rough-legged
Buzzard of North American origin, where it is
known as Rough-legged Hawk. Indeed a Roughlegged Hawk was subsequently found near Ennis, Co. Clare in October 2005, demonstrating
they can cross the Atlantic Ocean.
The bird flew short distances a few times only
to perch again in the open. After about an hour
of watching the bird, and very happy with our
views, we decided to head towards Nimmo’s
Pier in Galway. Although it was a little early in
the winter for there to be many northern gulls,
such as Iceland and Glaucous Gulls, we reckoned it was worth a look as there was usually a
Ring-billed Gull or two around.
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Nimmo’s Pier, Galway
We arrived at Nimmo’s Pier around 11:40am.
Tom parked the car at the base of the pier near
where people feed the swans.
Together with Victor they decided to have quick
coffee and snack. The flasks were opened, but
for some reason I decided against refreshments
and began a stroll up along the pier, leaving the
others to catch up with me.

Double-crested Cormorant
After going about 40-50m up the pier, I took
a casual scan with the binoculars to the dock
on the opposite side. Almost immediately I
latched onto a cormorant swimming in the
fast flowing channel. The bird instantly looked
odd. It seemed to have a very orange-coloured
gape area at the base of the bill. It was unusual
enough to make me take my scope down from
my shoulder in order to take a closer look at it.
Then it looked even more interesting!
The gape and loral skin were a bright mandarin orange colour and most of the bill appeared
bright yellow in the sunny conditions! The bird
looked very pale overall, a smooth mid brown
colour with a pale silvery fore-neck. It looked
smaller and slimmer too than a Cormorant
swimming nearby. It was swimming very low in
the water with most of its body submerged. My
mind was racing, but I knew this couldn’t be an
ordinary Cormorant.
My thoughts immediately turned to Doublecrested Cormorant, a North American species,
which had never been recorded in Ireland before! I had seen this species a few years earlier
in both Canada and the U.S.A.
The bird was actively diving and heading towards the tip of the pier. After watching it reappear from a dive one more time, I ran back
to the car, shouting to the others that I had a
cormorant, which I was fairly sure had to be a
Double-crested! Needless to say the coffee was
spat out by the lads fairly quickly and we all ran
back up the pier to relocate the bird. It didn’t
take long and we all got views of it between its
dives as it headed towards the mouth of the
harbour.
Then it suddenly rose from the water, flapping along the surface to get airborne, and
disappeared out to sea in the direction of Hare
Island. We noticed a very dark belly contrast-

Fig 2. Rough-legged Buzzard.
Varangerfjord, Norway. August 2012.
Photo: Richard T. Mills.
ing with a pale breast in flight (an immature
Double-crested Cormorant feature, and the
opposite of the usual dark breast and pale belly
of an immature Cormorant). It also showed a
somewhat kinked or bent appearance to the
neck in flight. Again this was a feature of Double-crested Cormorant.
We all looked at each other stunned! Would it
ever be seen again, or was that it! No photos,
but we were by now all confident and happy
with the identification as Double-crested Cormorant. These events at Nimmo’s Pier had
taken place over about ten minutes and the bird
seemed to be lost to sight now. Never have I
been happier to forego the coffee break!
In those days before mobile phones, we left
Nimmo’s Pier and tried to find a phone-box to
make some calls. From Eyre Square I phoned
Killian Mullarney in Wexford to discuss the
main points we’d noted on the bird and Killian
seemed to endorse our identification on the
features we had noticed.
We were soon back at the tip of the pier desperately hoping for another sighting. Hours went
by as we scrutinised every Cormorant we could.
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In the bright sunshine many of the Cormorants
began looking very yellow gaped, almost approaching orange on some! So it was a great
relief when at about 15:10hrs we picked the bird
up again further up along the pier. It really was
as distinctive as we had imagined when we first
saw it earlier that morning! However this sighting was to be just as brief. The bird swam towards us to within 40m, actively diving, before
it took off and flew out to sea in the direction of
Hare Island again a few minutes later.
Soon afterwards we met up with local birder
and Nimmo’s Pier regular Tim Griffin strolling
down the pier. He asked if we’d seen anything
interesting that day and I think he thought we
were having him on at first when we said we’d
seen a Double-crested Cormorant, but it had
just flown off! We all remained in the area until
dusk but there were no further appearances by
the bird. All we saw of note was one of the regular adult Ring-billed Gulls.
By now the news was spreading of our Doublecrested Cormorant sighting thanks to the BINS
phone service, as we’d also phoned Eric Dempsey from the phone-box to get the news out.
Back in Dublin that night, I realised that there
would be many travelling down on the next
day to try to see the Cormorant. I too was also
interested in getting more prolonged views and
wanted to enjoy watching the bird again and get
more details on it, so I accepted a lift from Paul
and Andrea Kelly who were heading over to
Galway early on the Sunday morning.

Fig 3 (top). Double-crested Cormorant.
Florida, USA. November 2012.
Photo: Dermot Breen.
Fig 4 (above). Double-crested Cormorant.
Florida, USA. January 2011.
Photo: Pat Lonergan.
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Return to Nimmo’s
When we arrived at the pier on Sunday morning
there was already a large gathering of birders
present, and the good news was that the bird
was currently present and showing well in the
harbour just off the tip of the pier!
Over the next few hours the bird remained on
site giving good views and allowing birders
to finally get some photos of it. Don Hodgers
got some good ones in particular (fig. 1). We
watched it get out of the water onto some rocks
to the east of the pier at one stage, and again
were able to closely compare the bird with the
resident Great Cormorants.
By mid-morning we found a phone-box near
the Claddagh and phoned Eric Dempsey to give
him an update that the bird was still present
and showing well. He had some very interesting news emerging from Kerry, where Dermot
O’Sé had seen a yellowlegs over the last day or
so, and was forming the opinion that it was a
Greater Yellowlegs as opposed to the more regular Lesser Yellowlegs. Greater Yellowlegs would
be a new bird for myself, Paul and Andrea and a
much sought after one at that.
The last Irish record was of a bird that wintered,
also in Tralee Bay, at Blennerville in the winter
of 1982-83. This was just before we were travelling long distances to see rare birds however.

Fig 5. Nimmo’s Pier, Galway.
The pier is located in the old part of Galway called
Claddagh. It forms the southern entrance to the
River Corrib and Galway docks.
Photo: Derek Charles.

On to Blennerville
We quickly discussed our options and then decided without haste to head towards Kerry from
Galway! The bird had been sighted in Tralee
Bay in the saltmarsh near the old Annagh Island cemetery to the west of Blennerville.
En route to Tralee we had a nice sighting of a
male Hen Harrier from the car between Abbeyfeale and Castleisland. At about 2:30pm we finally arrived at the Annagh Island cemetery and
crossed the stile to walk towards the saltmarsh.
We met a few birders leaving the saltmarsh and
heading back to the main road. They had had
no luck and there was no sign of any yellowlegs,
Greater or Lesser!

Greater Yellowlegs
Undeterred, but feeling a bit frustrated that our
journey was in vain, we headed out towards the
saltmarsh, where the vast extent of Tralee Bay
lay ahead of us. If the bird was not loyal to this
relatively small part of the bay, we reckoned we
had very little chance of ever re-finding it.
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We set the scopes up and started scanning for
any waders. Very few were present and there
was no sign of a yellowlegs.
After about half an hour we were becoming
despondent when suddenly we all heard a loud
‘tew-tew’ overhead. A bit Greenshank-like, but
something was different about the tone. Looking up we saw a wader fall straight from the sky
and land about 120m away from us.
Quickly putting the scopes on it we were absolutely stunned and delighted to see a Greater
Yellowlegs looking warily at us as it constantly
bobbed its head! It settled down a little bit then
and began to walk around and feed in the channel of the saltmarsh.
We couldn’t believe our luck in seeing such a
rare and sought after species and there was no
question that this was a Greater Yellowlegs as
opposed to a Lesser. Then as quickly as it appeared it was gone. After about 20 minutes it
suddenly took off, calling again and flew west.
We followed it in the ’scopes and lost it as a dot
into Tralee Bay. It had gone so far that we began
to wonder if it would ever be seen again.
We had just over an hour of daylight left so we
decided to continue west to do a bit more birding in Tralee Bay.

Fig 6. Tralee Bay, Co. Kerry.
Showing the view looking east from Annagh Island
towards Lohercannon (on the left), the bridge over
the River Lee and the Blennerville Windmill at the
head of the bay.
Photo: David O’Connor.
Heading back to the car we met some local birders arriving and had to break the news to them
that yes, we’d seen the Greater Yellowlegs but
that it had now taken off and flown away out of
sight to the west…

Brandon Bay
We travelled west beyond Tralee Bay to Brandon Bay and looked at some scoter flocks. The
best we saw was a group of seven Eider, a scarce
enough bird in Co. Kerry.
By now it was time to begin the long journey
back to Dublin, and I knew at the time that I
would probably never again experience such a
memorable weekend birding as this. Right
through the week-end, timing and fate had
played a part. If we hadn’t arrived at the pier in
Galway at that moment in time. If I had decided
to wait and have that coffee, things would have
been a lot different…
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Epilogue
It turned out the Greater Yellowlegs was seen
again at Annagh Island over the next few weeks,
but was very unpredictable in its appearances,
and many people had to travel to the area a
number of times before they finally saw it.
The Double-crested Cormorant was last seen
on 6th January 1996. However it too gradually
became much more elusive during its stay in
Galway, with only erratic and brief appearances
at Nimmo’s Pier at times.
I did see it one more time after this famous
week-end, when I travelled to Galway again
in mid December. I had a brief view of it from
the tip of the pier before it just vanished, and I
couldn’t relocate it.
This bird still remains the only Irish record of
Double-crested Cormorant to date and only
the second ever for Europe following a bird at
Cleveland, England in January 1989.
The Rough-legged Buzzard was the 38th record
for Ireland and the 3rd for Co. Galway. It remained around the Menlo and Claregalway area
from 13th November 1995 until last seen on
20th January 1996.

Fig 7. Greater Yellowlegs.
Tobago. January 2007.
Photo: Richard T. Mills.
The Greater Yellowlegs was the 12th Irish record and the 3rd for Co. Kerry. It was first seen
on the 17th November 1995 and remained
around Tralee Bay until the following 3rd December. There has only been one subsequent record; an adult at the Quoile Pondage, Co. Down
during the early summer of 2004.
All the birds that we observed that weekend
were accepted and published in the 43rd and
44th Irish Bird Reports by the Irish Rare Birds
Committee. For a formal write-up of the Double-crested Cormorant record see Irish Birds
5(4): 436-438.
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Aidan G. Kelly,
January 2015
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