
 
 

One of the hardest complexes of birds is immatures of the large gulls. There are many 

similar species, different plumages depending on age and several races with small 
differences. There is no telling how many rare gulls slip past without our attention, with 

all the variations from A to Z. 

 

This is the most abundant and widespread large gull across the Continent, the ubiquitous 

Herring Gull. As you can see from the dwarfed Dunlin, it is a large gull. They gray back, 
pink legs and flat head are all clues as to its identification, but there are other issues as 

well.  

 

This is a changing plumage gull, beginning to morph into the adult plumage. It’s just one 

more tidbit one has to know while tackling these difficult birds. The back always changes 
first, so you can see it’s given up its brown, mottled back and attained the gray mantle of 

the adult plumage. Later, it will lose the mottling on the head, neck and underside.  
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Immature Herring Gulls are very dark, but the same size as adults. They can resemble 

other large gulls like Lesser Black-backed or Western (for instance), and carefully 

comparing pictures (and descriptions!) in field guides help separate them from each 

other. However, the VAST majority of large, dark gulls in the US are Herring (outside of 

the West Coast). This bird is likely a female, as males are larger and have thicker bills.  
 



 
 

This is another young Herring Gull, but it looks very different from the last bird (which 
was a few feet away). Welcome to my world. I can think of no wild bird with more 

variation than immature Herring Gulls. And truth be told, I cannot be absolutely sure this 

is a Herring! They are that tough! 

 



 
 

This is a young Ring-billed Gull, also in changing plumage. You can see the gray back of 

the adult coming in, virtually the same color as an adult Herring. It is also gaining its 

yellowish legs, a sure sign of adult RB and not Herring. It’s funny how all gulls seem to 
change from the top down.  

 

Ring-billed Gulls are decidedly smaller than Herring but that’s always most easily told 

with both birds together. Ring-billed are scarcely larger than Laughing, the abundant, 

year-round gull of the Gulf coast. They also have a more rounded head than Herring and 
a more slender bill. In most places, they tend to be more coastal, while RBs wander and 

winter inland in many areas.  

 



 
 
This is a first-year Laughing Gull just beginning to change from its brown, mottled 

(except the belly) plumage to the dark gray top they live out their lives with. They have a 

high crown, a thin, black bill and dark legs (except adults in the spring), and that 

annoying call. They should not be confused with either of the common, larger gulls, but 

be careful in the cool season (especially late fall) about the next (uncommon) bird. 
 



 
 

This is an immature Franklin’s Gull, also just attaining its adult plumage. Note the bold, 
white eye-ring, very slender bill and large amount of dark pigment on the back of the 

head. These are actually quite common in late fall but most leave by December. They are 

shorter than Laughing Gulls, more wary and tend to be hidden at the back of flocks. 

Finding them is no laughing matter.  

 



 
 
A species that is now not arriving until January is the Bonaparte’s Gull. It can be quite 

common in the second half of winter but the January arrival date makes it the latest 

arriving winter resident I can think of. This is much later than historically, but perhaps 

the warming of the Earth has slowed its arrival date.  

 
Bonies are easily recognized by their dark smudge on the “ear,” although certain VERY 

rare species have it as well. Any similar bird seen outside of the fist three months of the 

year should be looked at very carefully as the chances are it will be a different species. In 

the air, bonies have the loveliest of wing patterns and immatures are very different from 

adults. This bird is still changing as evidenced by the brown scapulars still on the wing.  
 

Bonies sit in the shallow water dabbing for food, as well as flitting low over the shallow 

surface picking up morsels. It is sad that the residents of Mississippi still eat this delicate 

species, even with all their boney parts.  

 



 
 

Lesser Black-backed Gulls are busy changing their plumages now as well. Their 

immatures are not unlike those of Herring, although more contrasty top to bottom. But 
this individual has attained most of its adult mantle and it very easily told from Herring. 

Of course, the next step, when it becomes a sharp adult, is telling it from Greater Black-

backed, Western and Kelp Gulls. It’s never easy! 

 

Have a great week! 
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