
Relationships of gulls—A reply to Bourne

Authors: Baker, Allan J., Given, Andrew D., and Mills, James A.

Source: The Auk, 123(3) : 906-907

Published By: American Ornithological Society

URL: https://doi.org/10.1642/0004-
8038(2006)123[906:ROGRTB]2.0.CO;2

The BioOne Digital Library (https://bioone.org/) provides worldwide distribution for more than 580 journals
and eBooks from BioOne’s community of over 150 nonprofit societies, research institutions, and university
presses in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences. The BioOne Digital Library encompasses
the flagship aggregation BioOne Complete (https://bioone.org/subscribe), the BioOne Complete Archive
(https://bioone.org/archive), and the BioOne eBooks program offerings ESA eBook Collection
(https://bioone.org/esa-ebooks) and CSIRO Publishing BioSelect Collection (https://bioone.org/csiro-
ebooks).

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Digital Library, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Digital Library content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non-commmercial
use. Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher
as copyright holder.

BioOne is an innovative nonprofit that sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise
connecting authors, nonprofit publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common
goal of maximizing access to critical research.

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/The-Auk on 27 May 2025
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use



Le� ers906 [Auk, Vol. 123

Bonaparte’s gulls, or did one of them or a common 
ancestor move south independently and give rise to 
the Brown-hooded Gull? More evidence is required 
to elucidate this.—W������ R. P. B	
��
, Ardgath, 
Station Road, Du�  own, By Keith, AB55 4AX, Scotland, 
United Kingdom. E-mail: wrpbourne@yahoo.co.uk
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Relationships of gulls—A reply to Bourne.—All 
the authors of Given et al. (2005) were trained fi rst and 
foremost as fi eld ornithologists, and collectively have 
logged more than 50 fi eld seasons studying southern 
masked gulls. We also have encountered or collected 
all the other species, except Brown-headed Gull (Larus 
brunnicephalus). Our purpose in bringing molecular 
data and methods of phylogenetic inference to bear 
on the relationships and biogeography of these gulls 
is that most workers, including Bourne, have tried to 
infer relationships using morphological similarity as 
the criterion. As we pointed out, and as Bourne (2006) 
has acknowledged, this can be fraught with problems 
because of convergent and parallel acquisition of 
character states, as well as hybridization (Pereira and 
Baker 2005). Therefore, we used mitochondrial DNA 

(mtDNA) sequences because they are informative at 
this phylogenetic depth and because hybrid transfer 
of an mtDNA genome into another species is easy to 
spot, as we have demonstrated elsewhere in our stud-
ies (Given 2004). 

Unfortunately, we were not able to acquire DNA 
from L. brunnicephalus, which Bourne suggests is more 
closely related to the small southern gulls than to 
L. maculipennis, which branched basally off  the 
“southern” masked clade in our fi gure 2 (Given et 
al. 2005). Using sequences from the control region 
and part of the cytochrome-b gene, Pons et al. (2005) 
placed L. brunnicephalus as sister to the Northern 
Hemisphere L. ridibundus, and this clade was nested 
as a sister group to the clade (L. cirrocephalus, L. 
hartlaubii) within the southern masked gull clade. 
In other words, these fi rst two species evolved a� er 
their Southern Hemisphere common ancestor dis-
persed into the Northern Hemisphere and could have 
colonized recently into Asia, including the Tibetan 
plateau. Why Bourne fi nds this amazing is hard to 
understand, because these species migrate annually 
to these regions from more southerly wintering sites. 
However, we agree with Bourne that the Australasian 
species may be derived by a sequential colonization 
of a South American ancestral form through Africa to 
Australia and New Zealand; but this depends criti-
cally on substantiating the tree topology in fi gure 1 of 
Pons et al. (2005) with a larger sequence data set and 
stronger nodal support. 

Although Bourne believed we had ignored critical 
forms and, thus, had le�  them out of our “version of 
Hamlet,” it seems we were closer to Shakespeare than 
he could have imagined. Pons et al. (2005) showed 
convincingly that L. relictus, L. melanocephalus, L. 
ichthyaetus, and L. saundersi are grouped in a well-dif-
ferentiated sister clade to the southern masked gulls, 
thus ruling out Bourne’s speculation that they should 
be included in the play. Furthermore, our studies and 
those of Pons et al. (2005) reject Bourne’s additional 
speculations about L. brunnicephalus moving back 
north to give rise to L. ridibundus, L. genei, and L. phila-
delphia, or that one of these species or their common 
ancestor gave rise to L. brunnicephalus. We agree that L. 
genei and L. philadelphia are descendents of a common 
ancestor, most likely from the Northern Hemisphere, 
but we do not know how Bourne deduced this 
from our table 2 (Given et al. 2005), which lists our 
polymerase chain reaction and sequencing primers. 
Although it is easy to propose biogeographic scenar-
ios of how supposedly closely related birds evolved 
on the basis of their appearance, this is no replace-
ment for hypothesis-testing science with phylogenetic 
analysis of large data sets, inference of ancestral areas 
and, hence, likely dispersal routes.—A���� J. B��
�, 
Department of Natural History, Royal Ontario Museum, 
Toronto, Ontario M5S 2C6, Canada, and Department of 
Zoology, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario M5S 
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1A1 (e-mail: allanb@rom.on.ca); A���
� D. G��
�, 
Department of Natural History, Royal Ontario Museum, 
Toronto, Ontario M5S 2C6, Canada, and Department of 
Zoology, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario M5S 
1A1; and J��
� A. M����, 5 Skyline Drive, Corning, New 
York 14830, USA.
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