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 A variety of species of birds breeding in the Pale-
arctic have dispersed as vagrants to the New World. 
Kenefick and Hayes (2006) recently summarized 
data on 14 species of Palearctic birds occurring as 
trans-Atlantic vagrants in Trinidad and Tobago, plus 
records of individuals derived from Palearctic popu-
lations of two widespread boreal species. Three 
additional species of Palearctic vagrants reported 
from the country were considered by Kenefick and 
Hayes (2006) to be inadequately documented, in-
cluding a White Wagtail (Motacilla alba) which had 
been widely reported in the ornithological literature 
(e.g., ffrench 1991). In this note I present details and 
photographic documentation for the first record of 
White Wagtail in Trinidad and South America. 
 On the afternoon of 26 December 1987, while 
leading a Field Guides birding tour group at the cow 
pens area of the Aripo Agricultural Research Station 
at Waller Field, Trinidad, I located a White Wagtail 
feeding on the ground. A guard at the gated facility 

had warned us that he would be locking up soon, so 
we had just 15 min in which to record some basic 
notes on the bird. One of my tour members (name 
lost) had a camera with 350–500 mm telephoto lens; 

at my urging, he exposed about 50 color transparen-
cies of the bird, of which only two turned out and 
those sadly not at very high magnification (see Fig. 
1). The bird was studied and photographed in excel-
lent light without obstructions. Members of my tour 
group had no previous familiarity with the species 
and were not aware, before being told, of its rarity 
and thus are not listed in this report. 
 At the time I had acquired extensive experience 
with several races of White Wagtail during the 3 yr 
I lived in Europe (principally in West Germany and 
Spain, but traveling very widely elsewhere in Eu-
rope and North Africa during those years, and on 
subsequent trips). I immediately knew the bird to be 
a White Wagtail and, I thought, a male in basic 
plumage. I strongly suspected at the time that this 
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the record that our party of ten persons (only one of 
whom had encountered the species before, apart 
from me) visited the agricultural station at Waller 
Field on January 2, 1988 in the morning. We found 
the bird feeding in the open yard of the cattle shed 
and watched it for several minutes at distances 
down to about eight meters, using binoculars of 10× 
power. Light conditions were excellent. I identified 
the bird as being of the race alba on the basis of the 
grey, as against blackish, rump. Perhaps I cannot be 
certain about the sex, but the clean demarcation 
between nape and upper back leads me to think it 
was a male. 
 “We returned on Jan. 3 in order to try to include 
the species on the list for our Audubon Society 
Christmas Count, but were unable to find it; nor was 

it seen there again, to my knowledge.” 
 I subsequently reported the sighting as well to 
William Murphy; and through him and Mr. ffrench, 

both very active in Caribbean ornithology, the re-
port received fairly wide notice (e.g., ffrench 1991). 
However, this is the first time the record has been 
published with proper details and a photograph. 
Although this bird represented the first for Trinidad 
and South America, a male (same individual?) of 
the nominate race was seen the previous winter, on 
28 January 1987, by H. Haines Fenimore at Bridge-
town Harbour, Barbados (Norton 1987), which re-
mains the only record from the West Indies 
(Buckley et al. 2009). 
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represented a new record for Trinidad and likely for 
larger regions as well.  
 We studied the bird for approximately 15 min 
with 8–10× binoculars at a distance of 25–30 m as it 
fed on the ground. We did not see it fly. Our group 
later went out with local Trinidad birding leader 
Jogie Ramlal, to whom I reported the find, so that 
the observation became more widely known in Trin-
idad. On the morning of 2 January 1988, Richard 
ffrench and a group of 10 birders located the bird 
again in the same area of Waller Field. As he and 
his group had more time to study the bird, I quote 
extensively from Mr. ffrench’s letter to me dated 14 
December 1988 (my shorter field notes essentially 
echo the observations and conclusions quoted be-
low): 
 “When we went down to see the bird at Waller 
Field, we already believed that it had been officially 
‘seen’ and recorded; so nobody was particularly 

concerned to collect evidence. In fact nobody on the 
group had an adequate camera. However, I am very 
familiar with the species, especially the subspecies 
yarrelli, which breeds all around my home and is 
also present during the winter. I have also seen quite 
a lot of the nominate race during various visits to 
the continent. We also saw the bird well for several 
minutes under excellent conditions.  
 “I am therefore quite certain of the specific identi-
fication as Motacilla alba, and virtually certain that 
the bird was a male of the subspecies alba in non-
breeding [basic] plumage. Perhaps I should add for 

Fig. 1. White Wagtail (Motacilla alba) male at the 
Aripo Agricultural Research Station at Waller Field, 
Trinidad, on 26 December 1987. Name of photogra-
pher lost. 
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