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Many maps include comments on population increases and declines, extralimital occurrences, and regular winter or summer ranges outside North America. Migration routes are not depicted in these maps, but side notes sometimes include information on migration. Maps are likewise not filled in with solid color if the species is considered rare, very rare, casual, accidental, and/or a vagrant. Migrants can often be found in suitable habitat in those areas that lie between summering/breeding areas and wintering/nonbreeding areas.
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RED: summer range
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BLUE: winter range
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PURPLE: year-round range
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YELLOW: traditional migration range
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RED DASH LINE: approximate limits of summer range and/or post-breeding range
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BLUE DASH LINE: approximate limits of irregular winter range
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PURPLE DASH LINE: approximate limits of year-round range
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YELLOW DASH LINE: approximate limits of migration range
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  Continuing the work of Roger Tory Peterson through Art, Education, and Conservation


 

In 1984, the Roger Tory Peterson Institute of Natural History (RTPI) was founded in Peterson’s hometown of Jamestown, New York, as an educational institution charged by Peterson with preserving his lifetime body of work and making it available to the world for educational purposes.

RTPI is the only official institutional steward of Roger Tory Peterson’s body of work and his enduring legacy. It is our mission to foster understanding, appreciation, and protection of the natural world. By providing people with opportunities to engage in nature-focused art, education, and conservation projects, we promote the study of natural history and its connections to human health and economic prosperity.


  Art—Using Art to Inspire Appreciation of Nature


The RTPI Archives contains the largest collection of Peterson’s art in the world-iconic images that continue to inspire an awareness of and appreciation for nature.


  Education—Explaining the Importance of Studying Natural History


We need to study, firsthand, the workings of the natural world and its importance to human life. Local surroundings can provide an engaging context for the study of natural history and its relationship to other disciplines such as math, science, and language. Environmental literacy is everybody’s responsibility—not just experts and special interests.


  Conservation—Sustaining and Restoring the Natural World


RTPI works to inspire people to choose action over inaction, and engages in meaningful conservation research and actions that transcend political and other boundaries. Our goal is to increase awareness and understanding of the natural connections between species, habitats, and people—connections that are critical to effective conservation.

 

For more information, and to support RTPI, please visit rtpi.org.
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Introduction

How to Identify Birds

Veteran birders will know how to use this book. Beginners, however, should spend some time becoming familiar in a general way with the illustrations. The plates, for the most part, have been grouped into taxonomic families. However, in cases where there is a great similarity of shape and action, similar-appearing families have been grouped outside their current taxonomic order, to aid in field identification.

Birds that could be confused are grouped together when possible and are arranged in identical profile for direct comparison. The arrows point to outstanding field marks, which are explained opposite. The text also gives aids such as voice, actions, and habitat, not visually portrayable, and under a separate heading discusses species that might be confused. The general range is not described for most species in the text. The three-color range maps next to the species accounts provide range information.

In addition to the plates of birds normally found in North America north of Mexico, and on the Hawaiian Islands, there are also some plates depicting accidental vagrant species from Eurasia, offshore pelagic areas, and the Tropics, as well as some plates of the exotic escapees that are sometimes seen.

What Is the Bird’s Size?

Acquire the habit of comparing a new bird with some familiar “yardstick”—a House Sparrow, robin, pigeon, etc.—so that you can say to yourself, for example, “Smaller than a robin, a little larger than a House Sparrow.” The measurements in this book represent lengths in inches (with centimeters in parentheses) from bill tip to tail tip of specimens on their backs as in museum trays. For species that show considerable size variation, a range of measurements is given. For less variable species, only one measurement is given.


What Is Its Shape?

Is it plump like a starling (left) or slender like a cuckoo (right)?
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What Shape Are Its Wings?

Are they rounded like a bobwhite’s (left) or sharply pointed like a Barn Swallow’s (right)?
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What Shape Is Its Bill?

Is it small and fine like a warbler’s (1), stout and short like a seed-cracking sparrow’s (2), dagger-shaped like a tern’s (3), or hook-tipped like a bird of prey’s (4)?
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What Shape Is Its Tail?

Is it deeply forked like a Barn Swallow’s (1), square-tipped like a Cliff Swallow’s (2), notched like a Tree Swallow’s (3), rounded like a jay’s (4), or pointed like a Mourning Dove’s (5)?
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How Does It Behave?

Does it cock its tail like a wren or hold it down like a flycatcher? Does it wag its tail? Does it sit erect on an open perch, dart after an insect, and return as a flycatcher does?
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Does It Climb Trees?

If so, does it climb upward in spirals like a creeper (left), in jerks and using its tail as a brace like a woodpecker (center), or go down headfirst like a nuthatch (right)?
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How Does It Fly?

Does it undulate (dip up and down) like a flicker (1)? Does it fly straight and fast like a dove (2)? Does it hover like a kingfisher (3)? Does it glide or soar?
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Does It Swim?

Does it sit low in the water like a loon (1) or high like a gallinule (2)? If a duck, does it dive like a scaup or a scoter (3) or dabble and upend like a Mallard (4)?
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Does It Wade?

Is it large and long-legged like a heron or small like a sandpiper? If one of the latter, does it probe the mud or pick at things? Does it teeter or bob?
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  What Are Its Field Marks?


 

Some birds can be identified by color alone, but most birds are not that easy. The most important aids are what we call field marks, which are, in effect, the “trademarks of nature.” Note whether the breast is spotted as in a thrush (1), streaked as in a thrasher (2), or plain as in a cuckoo (3).
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Tail Pattern?

Does the tail have a “flash pattern”—a white tip as in the Eastern Kingbird (1), white patches in the outer corners as in the Eastern and Spotted Towhees (2), or white sides as in the juncos (3)?
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Rump Patch?

Does it have a light rump like a Cliff Swallow (1) or flicker (2)? Northern Harrier, Yellow-rumped Warbler, and several shorebirds also have distinctive rump patches.
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Eye Stripes and Eye-ring?

Does the bird have a stripe above, through, or below the eye, or a combination of these stripes? Does it have a striped crown? A ring around the eye, or “spectacles”? A “mustache” stripe? These details are important in many small songbirds.
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Wing Bars?

Do the wings have light wing bars or not? Their presence or absence is important in recognizing many warblers, vireos, and flycatchers. Wing bars may be single or double, bold or obscure.
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Wing Pattern?

The basic wing pattern of ducks (shown below), shorebirds, and other water birds is very important. Notice whether the wings have patches (1) or stripes (2), are solidly colored (3), or have contrasting black tips.
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Bird Songs and Calls

Using sounds to identify birds can be just as useful as using visual clues. In fact, in many situations, birds are much more readily identified by sound than by sight. The species accounts here include a brief entry on voice, with interpretations of these songs and calls, in an attempt to give birders some handle on the vocalizations they hear. Authors of bird books have attempted, with varying success, to fit songs and calls into syllables, words, and phrases. Musical notations, comparative descriptions, and even ingenious systems of symbols have also been employed. To supplement this verbal interpretation, there are recording collections available for nearly every region of the world and for individual groups of birds. The Peterson Birding by Ear CDs provide a step-by-step method for learning how to develop your listening and identification skills. Preparation in advance for particular species or groups greatly enhances your ability to identify them. Some birders do a majority of their birding by ear, and there is no substitute for actual sounds—for getting out into the field, tracking down the songster, and committing the song to memory. However, an audio library is a wonderful resource to return home to when attempting to identify a bird heard in the field. Many such collections can now be taken into the field on mobile devices. Caution: When using recordings to attract hard-to-see species, limit the number of playbacks, and do not use them on threatened species or in heavily birded areas.

 

Bird Nests

The more time you spend in the field becoming familiar with bird behavior, the more skilled you’ll become at finding bird nests. It is as exciting to keep a bird nest list as it is to keep a life list. Remember, if you happen to find a nest during the breeding season, leave the site as undisturbed as possible. Back away, and do not touch the nest, eggs, or young birds. Often squirrels, raccoons, several other mammals, crows, jays, grackles, and cowbirds are more than happy to have you “point out” a nest and will raid it if you disrupt the site or call attention to it. Many people find juvenile birds that have just left the nest and may appear to be alone. Usually they are not lost but are under the watchful eye of a parent bird and are best left in place rather than scooped up and taken to a foreign environment. In the winter, nest hunting can be great fun and has little impact, as most nests will never be used again. They are easy to see once the foliage is gone, and it can be a challenge to attempt to identify the maker.


 

Conservation

Birds undeniably contribute to our pleasure and quality of life. But they also are sensitive indicators of the environment, a sort of “ecological litmus paper,” and hence more meaningful than just chickadees and cardinals that brighten the suburban garden, grouse and ducks that fill the sportsman’s bag, or rare warblers and shorebirds that excite the field birder. The observation and recording of bird populations over time lead inevitably to environmental awareness and can signal impending changes. In this edition we have indicated the status of species or populations as threatened or endangered according to the current U.S. Endangered Species List. This is especially critical in Hawaii, where 31 species are listed as Endangered, several of which are likely already extinct.

Please help the cause of wildlife conservation and education by contributing to or taking part in the work of the following organizations: American Bird Conservancy (abcbirds.org), American Birding Association (www.aba.org), BirdLife International (www.birdlife.org), Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology (www.birds.cornell.edu), Defenders of Wildlife (www.defenders.org), Ducks Unlimited (www.ducks.org), National Audubon Society (www.audubon.org), National Wildlife Federation (www.nwf.org), The Nature Conservancy (www.nature.org), Partners in Flight (www.partnersinflight.org), Roger Tory Peterson Institute of Natural History (www.rtpi.org), Hawaii Audubon Society (www.hawaiiaudubon.org), Hawaii Conservation Alliance (www.hawaiiconservation.org), and World Wildlife Fund (www.wwf.org), as well as your local land trust and natural heritage program and your local Audubon and ornithological societies and bird clubs. These and so many other groups are on the forefront of bird conservation and merit your support.

 

The Maps and Ranges of Birds

The ranges of many species have changed markedly over the past 50 or more years. Some species are expanding because of protection given them, changing habitats, bird feeding, or other factors. Other avian species have diminished alarmingly and may have been extirpated from major parts of their range. The primary culprit here has been habitat loss, although other factors, such as increased competition, predation from other species, and (in Hawaii) avian diseases, may sometimes be involved. Many bird species will face challenges from impending changes in our climate. Species that are in serious decline in North America run the gamut, from Ivory Gull to Lesser Prairie-Chicken and Loggerhead Shrike to Bewick’s Wren, Rusty Blackbird, and Red Knot, to Oahu Elepaio, Akikiki, and Maui Parrotbill in Hawaii.

Successful introductions of some species, such as Trumpeter Swan and Eurasian Collared-Dove, have resulted in self-sustaining, growing populations (the latter was either introduced to the Bahamas or flew over from Africa, then dispersed throughout the U.S. and Canada on its own). And a good number of additional vagrant species—out-of-range visitors from faraway lands—continue to be found (such as a Red-footed Falcon in Massachusetts, Rufous-necked Wood-Rail in New Mexico, Chatham Albatross in California, and Chinese Sparrowhawk in Hawaii). Some species that were formerly thought to occur only exceptionally have, over the past several decades, become much more regular or widespread visitors (such as Cave Swallow and Lesser Black-backed Gull) and sometimes even become local breeders (such as Clay-colored Thrush). Such changes in status can be the result of actual population increases or may also reflect better observer coverage and advances in field identification skills.

The maps in this book are approximate, giving the general outlines of the range of each species. Within these broad outlines may be many gaps—areas ecologically unsuitable for the species. A Marsh Wren must have a marsh, a Ruffed Grouse a woodland or a forest. Certain species may be extremely local or sporadic for reasons that may or may not be clear. As noted above, some birds are extending their ranges, a few explosively while others are declining or even disappearing from large areas where they were formerly found. Winter ranges are often not as well-defined as breeding ranges. A species may exist at a very low density near the northern limits of its winter range, surviving through December in mild seasons but often succumbing to or moving south to avoid the bitter conditions of January and February. Varying weather conditions and food supplies from year to year may result in substantial variations in winter bird populations.

The maps are specific only for the area covered by this field guide. The Mallard, for example, is found over a large part of the globe. The map shows only its range in North America and, where appropriate, Hawaii. Species found regularly in both North America and Hawaii may have range maps for each area.

The maps are based on data culled from many publications (particularly from monographs detailing the status and distribution of a state or province’s avifauna, as well as from breeding bird atlases), from such journals as North American Birds, and from communication with many state and provincial experts throughout North America and Hawaii.


Range maps don’t depict how abundant a particular species is within its range. The following list defines terms of abundance used throughout the book. The definitions presume you’re in the habitat and season in which a species would occur, but note that this in itself can vary throughout the continent.

 

COMMON: Always or almost always encountered daily, usually in moderate to large numbers.

FAIRLY COMMON: Usually encountered daily, generally not in large numbers.

UNCOMMON: Occurs in small numbers and may be missed on a substantial number of days.

SCARCE: Present only in small numbers or difficult to find within its normal range.

RARE OR VERY RARE: Annual or probably annual in small numbers but still largely within its normal range.

CASUAL: Beyond its normal range; occurs at somewhat regular intervals but usually less frequently than annually.

ACCIDENTAL VAGRANT: Beyond its normal range; one record or a very few records.

LOCAL: Limited geographic range within the U.S. and Canada.

ENDEMIC: Found only in the described region; here most often used for Hawaiian species.

INTRODUCED OR EXOTIC: Not native; population derived from deliberately released or escaped individuals. These terms can be used for species that are present in limited numbers and may or may not be breeding, or for well-established species such as House Sparrow and European Starling.

UNESTABLISHED EXOTIC: Nonnative releasee or escapee that does not have a naturalized breeding population, though some may be breeding in very localized areas.

 

Habitats

Gaining a familiarity with a wide range of habitats will greatly enhance your overall knowledge of the birds in a specific region, increase your skills, and add to your enjoyment of birding. It is unlikely you will ever see a meadowlark in an oak woodland or a Wood Thrush in a meadow. Birders know this, and if they want to go out to run up a large day list, they do not remain in one habitat but shift from site to site based on time and species diversity for a given type of habitat.

A few birds do invade habitats other than their own at times, especially on migration. A warbler that spends the summer in the boreal forests of Canada might be seen, on its journey through the southern U.S., in a palm, or in coastal scrub. In cities, migrating birds often have to make the best of it, like the American Woodcock found one morning on the window ledge of a New York City office. Strong weather patterns can also alter where a bird happens to appear. Hurricanes, for example, can be a disaster for many species. As these violent storms sweep over the ocean, the eye can often “vacuum” up oceanic species that seek shelter in its calmness. Upon reaching land, these normally offshore species are faced with an entirely strange habitat and account for sightings such as a Yellow-nosed Albatross heading up the Hudson River, a White-tailed Tropicbird in downtown Boston, and numbers of storm-petrels on inland reservoirs in the desert Southwest.

Most species, however, are quite predictable for the major portion of their lives, and for the birder who has learned where to look, the rewards are great.

To start, familiarize yourself with individual habitat types. Become familiar with the dominant plant types that are indicators—for example, oak-beech woods, cactus desert, grass-shrub meadows, native Hawaiian cloud forest, salt-or freshwater wetlands and marine microhabitats at sea—and keep accurate records of what species you find in each. In a short time you will have a working knowledge of the predominant species in each habitat, and this will help you with identification by allowing you to anticipate what might be found there.

The seasonal movements of birds at your sites will provide an overview of migrant species that come through at a given time and will be a reference point for future visits during these migration periods. A forest dotted with migrant warblers in spring may revert to relative quiet accented by the repetitive calls of a Red-eyed Vireo or the drawn-out call of a Western Wood-Pewee in midsummer.

Be sure not to overlook cities and towns, where well-adapted species can be found. Peregrine Falcons have shown remarkable adaptability, nesting on strategic ledges in the “walled canyons” of many cities. The fertile grounds for hunting Rock Pigeons and European Starlings seem to suit this raptor quite well.

Ecotones are edges where two habitat types interface—a forest and a shrub meadow, for example. As this is not a gradual change, ecotones offer habitat for species from both of the adjoining areas and are therefore rich in bird life.

The changes in habitat over the years will also affect your favorite birding areas. Fields turn to shrubby lots and then woodlands. Bobwhite, Savannah Sparrows, and meadowlarks may move on, but Indigo or Lazuli Buntings and Field or Lincoln’s Sparrows establish themselves. This dynamic is normal in the natural world. However, humankind’s alterations to this process have had a great impact. Forest fragmentation is an example. Land development has affected numerous species. Sudden disruptions have a more drastic effect than slow changes, which allow for adaptation. As we have divided up habitat with roadways, range lands, and agricultural fields, we have created a greater edge effect, and this has allowed Brown-headed Cowbirds to penetrate into forest areas where they would not have ventured in the past. They now parasitize many more species than before, and such parasitization has led to marked declines in total numbers of many species. Forest fragmentation has also affected the success rate of nestling fledging by increasing the access of some predators and by altering prime habitat requirements for obtaining food to raise young.

Some species are obligates to a specific habitat type, and searching these areas greatly improves your chances of finding such birds. These include Golden-crowned Kinglet nesting in coniferous woodlands and Kirtland’s Warbler in Michigan, which breeds only in jack pine woodlands of a specific height. Even in migration, many species remain faithful to selected habitats, such as waterthrushes along watercourses. Running or dripping water has proven to be an important attractant for migrating land birds, and in areas where fresh water is scarce, a water drip can be a gold mine for migrant warblers and other passerines.

 

Subspecies and Geographic Variation

Many species of birds inhabit wide geographic areas. The Song Sparrow (Melospiza melodia), for example, breeds throughout North America, from Mexico north into Alaska and from California to Newfoundland. In such a wide-ranging species, there are geographic subsets within the population that show distinct plumage patterns and/or song variants. When these reach a point when individuals are recognizably different from nearby populations, they may formally be designated as subspecies by attaching a third, subspecific name to the scientific name of the species. Thus, the pale Song Sparrow of the southwestern deserts of North America is called Melospiza melodia saltonis, to distinguish that form from up to 25 other subspecies found throughout North America. The Song Sparrow ranks among the most geographically variable of North American birds.

Often subspecific groups are so distinct that they can be easily recognized in the field by bird watchers. Good examples of this are subspecies within Dark-eyed Junco (Junco hyemalis). With 12 subspecies, at least 5 subspecies groups are easily discerned: the “Oregon,” “Pink-sided,” “White-winged,” “Slate-colored,” and “Gray-headed” Juncos (p. 376). For the birder, identification of subspecies can add greater challenges to birding and, when documented, valuable information, especially when subspecies are reclassified to full species status. Such has been the case, for example, with the splitting of Solitary Vireo (Vireo solitarius) into Blue-headed (retaining V. solitarius), Cassin’s (V. cassinii), and Plumbeous (V. plumbeus) Vireos (p. 322). Field studies of Sage Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) leading to the separation of Greater Sage-Grouse (C. urophasianus) and the rare and threatened Gunnison Sage-Grouse (C. minimus) prove how valuable these studies of subspecific populations can be. The differences between Bicknell’s Thrush (Catharus bicknelli) and Gray-cheeked Thrush (C. minimus) illustrate how subtle field marks can be between species and why they had once been considered subspecies. The shifting of this line between subspecies and species is ongoing. Recording data on location and numbers can prove helpful in completing a picture of a species’ and subspecies’ distribution.

In this edition, distinct subspecies that are easily recognized, such as those of Yellow-rumped Warbler (Setophaga coronata) and Dark-eyed Junco (J. hyemalis), are represented. When in the field, challenge yourself to discern the subspecies. It will increase your visual and listening skills and add a new level of understanding and enjoyment of birds.

Similarly, the ages and sexes of birds can be identified to various degrees in many species, and being able to accurately determine age/sex groups can add fulfillment to your birding experience. It can also be important in assessing the degree to which less common species are reproducing. In this new edition, we have made an effort to point out every identifiable age/sex classification of each species, illustrating many of them. We have also refined and standardized our terminology, replacing such imprecise terms as “immature” with specific age groupings (such as juvenile, adult, first-year, second-winter, etc.) and, for plumages, we have replaced the labels “breeding” and “nonbreeding” with “spring/summer” and “fall/winter,” respectively, to better align with age classifications and because plumage state does not directly equate to breeding state.


Plates
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GEESE, SWANS, and DUCKS Family Anatidae

Web-footed waterfowl. RANGE: Worldwide.

GEESE

Large, gregarious waterfowl; heavier bodied, longer necked than ducks; bills thick at base. Noisy in flight; some fly in lines or V formations. Sexes similar. Geese are more terrestrial than ducks, often grazing. FOOD: Grasses, seeds, waste grain, aquatic plants; eelgrass (Brant); shellfish (Emperor Goose).
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GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE Fairly common

Anser albifrons (see also p. 22)

25–31 in. (65–80 cm). Gray-brown with pink to orangish-pink bill. Adult: Has white patch on front of face and sparse to heavy black bars on belly. The only other N. American goose with yellow or orange feet is Emperor Goose. First-year: Dusky with dull pinkish bill; gradually acquires white at bill base and black on belly. VOICE: High-pitched tootling, kah-tah-a-tuk, in chorus. SIMILAR SPECIES: In East, see Pink-footed Goose (p. 50) and may also be confused with domestic Graylag Goose (p. 50). HABITAT: Marshes, prairies, agricultural fields, lakes, bays; in summer, tundra.
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EMPEROR GOOSE Anser canagicus (see also p. 22) Scarce, local

26 in. (66 cm). Alaskan. Adult: A small blue-gray goose, scaled with black and white; identified by its white head and hindneck. Throat black (not white as in dark-morph Snow and Ross’s Geese). Golden or orange legs. Juvenile: Has dark head and bill; quickly becomes white in first fall. HABITAT: In summer, tundra; in winter, rocky shores, mudflats, seaweed.
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SNOW GOOSE Anser caerulescens (see also p. 22) Locally very common

White morph: 25–33 in. (64–84 cm). White with black primaries. Head sometimes rust-stained from feeding in muddy or iron-rich waters. Bill pink with black “lips.” Feet pink. Base of bill curves back slightly toward eye. Juvenile and first-winter: Pale gray; dark bill and legs. Dark morph (“Blue Goose”): 25–30 in. (64–76 cm). Suggests Emperor Goose, but has white throat, dark “tips,“ and tacks scaty pattern. Intermediates with white morph of Snow observed rarely. Juvenile and first-winter: Similar to young Greater White-fronted Goose, but blacker, feet and bill dark. VOICE: Loud, nasal, double-noted houck-houck, in chorus. SIMILAR SPECIES: Ross’s Goose. HABITAT: Marshes, grain fields, ponds, bays; in summer, tundra.
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ROSS’S GOOSE Anser rossii (see also p. 22) Locally fairly common

23 in. (58 cm). Like a small Snow Goose, but neck shorter, head rounder (steeper forehead). Bill has gray-blue or purple-blue base, stubbier (with vertical border between base and facial feathering), tacking distinctive “grinning black tips“ and with warts at bill base (can be difficult to see). Juvenile and first-winter: Whiter than young Snow Goose. Rare dark morph has more extensively dark neck, whiter wing patches and abdomen than “Blue” Snow Goose; hybrids with Snow Goose occur. VOICE: Higher than Snow’s, suggesting Cackling Goose. SIMILAR SPECIES: Snow Goose. HABITAT: Same as Snow Goose; often together Rare vagrant to E. Coast.
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BRANT Branta bernicla (see also p. 22) Locally common

24–26 in. (59–66 cm). A small black-necked goose. Has white vent and undertail, conspicuous when it upends, whitish flanks, and band of white on neck. First-year: shows smaller neck patch and thin white wing bars. Travels in large irregular flocks. Eastern subspecies, “Pale-bellied” Brant (B. b. hrota; casual vagrant to W. Coast), has light betty, less contrasty flanks, and usually two separated neck patches. Pacific Coast subspecies, “Black” Brant (B. b. nigricans; casual vagrant to E. Coast), has dark belly and more complete white band across foreneck. VOICE: Throaty cr-r-r-ruk or krr-onk, krrr-onk. SIMILAR SPECIES: Foreparts of Canada and Cackling Geese not black to waterline, and those species have large white face patch. Brant is more strictly coastal. HABITAT: Salt bays, estuaries; in summer, tundra. Rare to scarce migrant or vagrant inland.
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BARNACLE GOOSE Branta leucopsis Accidental vagrant

26–27 in. (66–69 cm). Similar in size to Brant. Has white sides and black chest to waterline, strongly contrasting with white belly. Note white face encircling eye. Back distinctly barred. Ages similar. VOICE: Like Snow Goose, but higher-pitched, doglike barks. SIMILAR SPECIES: Canada and Cackling Geese with brown (not gray) bodies, lack barring, have dark faces. Brant has all-dark head. RANGE: Casual winter visitor from Greenland and Europe to Atlantic Coast; accidental vagrant farther west. Some reports likely represent escapees. HABITAT: Ponds, lakes; grazes in fields.
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CACKLING GOOSE Branta hutchinsii Locally fairly common

23–32 in. (58–81 cm). Recently elevated to full-species rank separate from larger Canada Goose, this species includes the variably sized smaller subspecies hutchinsii (“Richardson’s”), taverneri (“Taverner’s”), minima (“Ridgway’s”; see p. 412), and leucopareia (“Aleutian”). Like Canada Goose, shows variable breast color and neck collar. Ages similar. VOICE: High, cackling yel-lik. SIMILAR SPECIES: Told from Canada by smaller size, shorter neck, smaller, rounder head, stubbier bill, and higher-pitched voice. Distinctions between larger Cacklings (such as Taverner’s) and smaller Canadas (such as Lesser) can be subtle. HABITAT: Lakes, marshes, fields; in summer, tundra. Individuals will sometimes occur with larger Canadas and are usually noticeably smaller and shorter necked.
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CANADA GOOSE Branta canadensis (see also p. 22) Common

30–43 in. (76–109 cm). The most widespread goose in N. America. Note black head and neck, or “stocking,” that contrasts with pale breast and white chin strap. Ages similar. Flocks travel in strings or in Vs, “honking” loudly. Substantial variation in size and neck length exists among populations: subspecies canadensis and moffitti (“Greater”), occidentatis (“Dusky”), and parvipes (“Lesser”) split from smaller Cackling Goose. VOICE: Deep, musical honking or barking, ka-ronk or ka-tunk. Lesser Canada Geese have higher-pitched calls but not as high as Cackling’s. SIMILAR SPECIES: Cackling Goose. HABITAT: Lakes, ponds, bays, marshes, fields. Resident in many areas, frequenting parks, lawns, golf courses.
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EGYPTIAN GOOSE Alopochen aegyptiaca Local, exotic

25–29 in. (63–73 cm). Native to Africa, introduced and spreading rapidly in s. FL and e. TX. Small stocky goose, largely grayish to tan with variable rufous eye patch and tower back; large white wing patch; blackish green speculum. Bill pink with black tip and nostril; legs pink. Juvenile and first-winter: Duller than adult, head mostly brown with white around bill. VOICE: A sharp, repeated caow-caow-caow. RANGE: Locally common and spreading in se. FL (Martin to Miami-Dade Counties) and around Houston, TX; escapees and incipient populations in other states. HABITAT: Ponds, city lakes, coastal wetlands, golf courses.
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SWANS

Huge, all-white swimmers; larger and longer necked than geese. Juveniles and firstwinter birds are pale gray-brown. Sexes alike. Swans migrate in lines or Vs. Feed by immersing head and neck or by “tipping up.” FOOD: Aquatic plants, seeds.
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MUTE SWAN Cygnus olor Fairly common, local, introduced

60 in. (152 cm). Introduced from Europe. This graceful ornamental park swan often swims with an S curve in neck; wings often arched over back with ornamental feathers extended. Black-knobbed orange bill tilts downward. Juvenile and first-winter: Usually dingy, with dull pinkish bill, lacking knob. VOICE: Hissing and wheezing sounds. SIMILAR SPECIES: Tundra and Trumpeter Swans have straighter necks, blacker bills. HABITAT: Ponds, fresh and salt; coastal lagoons, salt bays.
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TUNDRA SWAN Uncommon to locally common

Cygnus columbianus (see also p. 22)

52–53 in. (132–135 cm); wingspan 6–7 ft. (183–213 cm). Our most widespread native swan. Often heard long before seen. All-white plumage and long neck. Bill black, usually with small yellow basal spot. Eurasian subspecies bewickii (“Bewick’s” Swan), casual from AK to CA, has much more yellow on bill above nostrils. Juvenile: Dingy, with pinkish bill variably dark at base and tip; quickly becomes whiter during first year. VOICE: Mellow, high-pitched cooing: woo-ho, woo-woo, woo-ho. SIMILAR SPECIES: Trumpeter and Mute Swans. HABITAT: Lakes, marshes, large rivers, bays, estuaries, grain fields; in summer, tundra.
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TRUMPETER SWAN Cygnus buccinator Uncommon

58–60 in. (147–152 cm). Larger than Tundra Swan, with longer, heavier, all-black bill, which has straight ridge. Black on lores wider, embracing eyes and lacking yellow spot. Bill base forms V shape (rather than U shape) on forehead. Juvenile and first-year: Keeps dusky body color later into first spring than Tundra. VOICE: Deeper, more nasal calls than Tundra Swan, often described as buglelike. HABITAT: Lakes, ponds; in winter, also marshes, grain fields. Scarce east and south of normal range.

WHISTLING-DUCKS

These somewhat gooselike ducks with long legs and erect necks are placed in a different subfamily than geese and ducks. Ages and sexes similar. They are named for their high-pitched calls. Gregarious. FOOD: Seeds of aquatic plants and grasses.
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BLACK-BELLIED WHISTLING-DUCK Uncommon to locally common


  Dendrocygna autumnalis


21 in. (53 cm). A gooselike duck with long pink legs. Rusty with black belly, gray face, bright coral red bill. Broad white patch along forewing, visible in flight. Thrusts head and feet down when landing. Frequently perches in trees. VOICE: High-pitched squealing whistle. HABITAT: Ponds, freshwater marshes. Casual vagrant well north of breeding range.
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FULVOUS WHISTLING-DUCK Dendrocygna bicolor (see also p. 44) Uncommon

20 in. (51 cm). Note tawny body, dark back, pale side stripes. Flies with neck slightly drooped and feet trailing, showing black underwings, white band on rump. VOICE: Squealing slurred whistle, ka-whee-oo. SIMILAR SPECIES: See female Northern Pintail. HABITAT: Freshwater marshes, ponds, irrigated land, rice fields. Active at dusk and night. Seldom perches in trees. Casual vagrant well north of breeding range.
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GEESE and SWANS in FLIGHT

CANADA GOOSE Branta canadensis p. 18

Large, slow wingbeats. Cackling Goose (p. 18) smaller, more Brantlike, faster wingbeats.

 

BRANT Branta bernicla p. 18

Small; black head and neck, white stern.

 

GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE Anser albifrons p. 16

Adult: Gray-brown neck, black bars or splotches on belly.

Juvenile and first-winter: Dusky, with light bill and feet.

 

EMPEROR GOOSE Anser canagicus p. 16

Gray with white head, black throat, white tail.

 

TUNDRA SWAN Cygnus columbianus p. 20

Very long neck. Adult: Plumage entirely white. Trumpeter Swan (p. 20) similar, larger.

 

SNOW GOOSE (WHITE MORPH) Anser caerulescens p. 16

Adult: White with black primaries. Juvenile and first-winter grayer.

 

SNOW GOOSE (DARK MORPH, “BLUE” GOOSE) Anser caerulescens p. 16

Adult: Dark body, white head.

Juvenile and first-winter: Dusky, with dark bill and feet.

 

ROSS’S GOOSE Anser rossii p. 16

Smaller, slightly shorter necked and shorter billed than Snow Goose. Juvenile and first-winter grayer. Rare dark morph blacker than larger “Blue” Goose.
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Many geese and swans fly in line or V formation.
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DABBLING DUCKS

Feed by dabbling and upending; sometimes feed on land. Take flight directly into air. Most species have an iridescent “speculum” on secondaries from above. Adult males brighter than females in most species; in midsummer, males molt into drab “eclipse” (alternate) plumage, usually resembling females. Juvenile males also resemble females but gain colorful plumage in first fall. FOOD: Aquatic plants, seeds, grass, waste grain, small aquatic life, insects.
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MUSCOVY DUCK Cairina moschata Scarce, local

Male 32 in. (81 cm); female 28 in. (66 cm). Black, gooselike duck with large white wing patch and underwing coverts. Male: Bare, knobby, red face. Female: Duller, has reduced facial knobs. Juvenile and first-winter: Head and neck brown, bill marked dark, facial knobs absent or reduced. Flight slow, heavy. VOICE: Usually silent. Occasionally utters a soft quack or a hiss when threatened. SIMILAR SPECIES: Widespread domestic Muscovy Ducks have varying amounts of white in plumage. RANGE: Native of tropical America (Mex. to n. Argentina). Recent colonizer of lower Rio Grande Valley, TX. Feral populations established in FL and near Brownsville, TX. HABITAT: Freshwater ponds and backwaters; wooded river corridors of Rio Grande in TX.
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WOOD DUCK Aix sponsa (see also p. 42) Fairly common

18–19 in. (45–49 cm). Highly colored; often perches in trees. Speculum steely blue and purple. In flight, white belly contrasts with dark breast and wings. Note also the long, almost square, dark tail; short neck; and squat, large-headed look in flight. Male: Striking face pattern, sweptback crest, red coloration to bill, and rainbow iridescence unique. Juvenile and eclipse male are more like female but have reddish bill and muted head pattern. Female: Dull-colored; note dark crested head, gray bill, and white eye patch; similar female Mandarin Duck (p. 50) has smaller bill, lacks blue speculum, has whiter, less-patterned underwing. VOICE: Male, hissing jeeeeeeb, with rising inflection. Female, a loud, rising squeal, oo-eek, and sharp crrek, crrek. HABITAT: Wooded swamps, rivers, ponds, marshes.
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EURASIAN WIGEON Mareca penelope Rare

19–20 in. (48–51 cm). Male: Note red-brown head, buff crown. A gray-sided wigeon with rufous-pinkish breast. May have weak suggestion of green patch behind eye. Female: Very similar to female American Wigeon, but head is less grayish, brown, or reddish brown. A good field mark in flight is grayish (not white) axillars, or wingpits. VOICE: Male, a long whistle, wheeee-oo. Female, a purr or quack. HABITAT: Same as American Wigeon, with which it is usually found. Rare winter visitor to coasts; casual vagrant inland.
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AMERICAN WIGEON Mareca americana (see also p. 42) Fairly common

19–20 in. (48–51 cm). Speculum green. In flight, recognized by large white patch on forewing. When swimming, rides high, picking at water like a coot. Often grazes on land. Male: Warm brownish; head pale gray with green eye patch. Note white crown (nicknamed “Baldpate” by hunters). Female: Brown; gray head and neck; whitish belly and forewing. VOICE: Male, a two-part whistled whee whew. Female, qua-ack. SIMILAR SPECIES: See Eurasian Wigeon. Squarish head and small bluish bill separate wigeon from other ducks. Distinguish from female Gadwall and Northern Pintail by whitish patch on forewing. Pale blue wing patch of shovelers and some teals can appear whitish, but these have longer head shapes and bills. HABITAT: Marshes, lakes, bays, fields, grass.
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GADWALL Mareca strepera (see also p. 42) Fairly common

19–20 in. (48–51 cm). In flight, upperwing dark, speculum black, white, and dark ruddy. Male: Gray body with brown head and black rump, white inner speculum on rear edge of wing. When swimming, often shows as a white square patch near flank. Belly white, feet yellow, bill dark. Female: Brown, mottled, with white inner speculum, yellow feet, orange sides on gray bill. VOICE: Male, a low, reedy bek; a whistling call. Female, a nasal quack. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female told from female Mallard by steeper forehead, wing pattern, more nasal call. HABITAT: Lakes, ponds, marshes.
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AMERICAN BLACK DUCK Anas rubripes (see also p. 44) Fairly common

22–23 in. (55–58 cm). A dusky duck, darker than female Mallard. In flight, shows flashing white underwing linings. Sooty brown with paler head, violet speculum with only thin white trailing edge; feet red or brown. Sexes similar except for bill (yellow in male, dull green in female); females and first-year males with duller speculum. Hybridizes extensively with Mallard. VOICE: Male, a low croak. Female quacks like female Mallard. SIMILAR SPECIES: Mallard, Mottled Duck. HABITAT: Marshes, bays, estuaries, ponds, rivers, lakes. Casual vagrant to West, accidentally to CA.
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MOTTLED DUCK Anas fulvigula Fairly common

22–23 in. (55–58 cm). Like a pale brownish version of American Black Duck. Note tan head, unstreaked buffy throat, and unmarked yellow bill with dark spot at base of bill at gape. Speculum bluish green with narrow white tips. Sexes similar although female has duller bill and speculum and less black at base of bill. Female Mallard paler and with more black on bill and broader white border to speculum. VOICE: Very similar to Mallard’s. SIMILAR SPECIES: American Black Duck, Mallard. HABITAT: Marshes, ponds. Casual vagrant north of breeding range.
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MALLARD Anasplatyrhynchos (see also p. 44) Common

22–23 in. (55–59 cm). Speculum greenish blue to blue with broad white tips. Male: Note uncrested glossy green head and white neck ring, grayish body, chestnut chest, white tail, yellowish bill, orange feet. Female: Mottled brown with whitish tail. Dark bill with orange patches, feet orange. In flight, shows white bars on both sides of blue speculum. In subspecies diazi (“Mexican” Mallard) of se. AZ to sw. TX, both sexes similar to female Mallard but have grayish brown instead of whitish tail; white bars on speculum narrower; bill colors by sex as in Mallard. VOICE: Male, yeeb; a low kwek. Female, boisterous quacking. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Gadwall, American Black Duck. HABITAT: Marshes, wooded swamps, grain fields, ponds, rivers, lakes, bays, city parks.
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NORTHERN PINTAIL Anas acuta (see also p. 42) Fairly common

Male 25–26 in. (63–66 cm); female 20–21 in. (51–54 cm). Speculum brownish with pale tips. Male: Slender, slim-necked, white-breasted, with long, needle-pointed tail. A conspinuous white point runs onto side of dark head. Female: Variably mottled grayish brown to cinnamon brown; note rather pointed tail, slender neck, gray bill. In flight both sexes have a single light border on rear edge of speculum. VOICE: Male, a double-toned whistle: prrip, prrip; wheezy notes. Female, a low quack. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female has thinner and longer neck and bill than those of other dabbling ducks. HABITAT: Marshes, prairies, ponds, lakes, salt bays.
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BLUE-WINGED TEAL Spatula discors (see also p. 42) Fairly common

15–16 in. (38–41 cm). A medium-small dabbling duck; speculum green. Male: Note white facial crescent and large chalky blue patch on forewing. Molting males hold eclipse plumage later in year than other dabbling ducks and resemble females. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Mottled brown; dark eye line; partial eye-ring; pale loral spot; blue on forewing duller. VOICE: Male, quiet whistled peeping notes. Female, a high quack. SIMILAR SPECIES: Cinnamon and Green-winged Teal. HABITAT: Ponds, marshes, mudflats, flooded fields.
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CINNAMON TEAL Spatula cyanoptera Fairly common

16–17 in. (41–43 cm). Male: A small, dark chestnut duck with large chalky blue patch on forewing. Adult has red eye, which it retains in eclipse plumage. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Very similar to female Blue-winged but tawnier; bill slightly larger (more shoveler-like), face pattern duller. In flight suggests Blue-winged Teal. Beware juvenile Cinnamon can be more similar to female Blue-winged, with slightly smaller bill and sometimes somewhat bolder face pattern than adult female Cinnamon. VOICE: Like Blue-winged. HABITAT: Marshes, freshwater ponds, flooded fields. Very rare vagrant to East, casually to coast.
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NORTHERN SHOVELER Spatula clypeata (see also p. 42) Fairly common

18–19 in. (46–49 cm). The long spoon-shaped bill gives a front-heavy look distinctive among puddle ducks. When swimming, it sits low, with bill angled toward or in water; often strains water. Speculum green. Male: Rufous belly and sides; white breast; pale blue patch on forewing; orange feet; dark bill. Juvenile and Female: Brown. Note large, spatulate, dusky orange bill, blue-gray forewing patch, white tail, orange feet. First-winter male: Variable between female and male; can have dark head with white crescent in front of bill. VOICE: Male, a soft thup-thup. Female, short quacks. SIMILAR SPECIES: Cinnamon Teal. HABITAT: Marshes, ponds, sloughs; in winter, also salt bays.
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GREEN-WINGED TEAL Anas crecca (see also p. 42) Common

14–15 in. (36–39 cm). Our smallest puddle duck; flies in tight flocks. Green-wingeds lack light wing patches (speculum deep green). Male: Small, compact, gray with brown head (a green head patch shows in sunlight). On swimming birds note butter-colored streak near tail and, on common N. American subspecies (carolinensis), vertical white mark near shoulder. Uncommon (w. AK) to rare Eurasian subspecies, also known as “Common Teal” (subspecies crecca), shows longitudinal (not vertical) white stripe above wing, bolder buffy borders to eye patch. Intergrades are encountered. Female: A nondescript, small speckled duck with green speculum, pale undertail coverts; subspecies not distinguishable. VOICE: Male, a high, froglike dreep. Female, a sharp quack. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Blue-winged and Cinnamon Teal slightly larger and larger-billed, have light blue wing patches; in flight, males have dark belly whereas Green-winged has white belly, broader dark border to underwing. HABITAT: Marshes, rivers, bays, mudflats, flooded fields.
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CANVASBACK Aythya valisineria (see also p. 48) Uncommon

21–22 in. (53–56 cm). A large duck with long, sloping head profile. Adult male: Very white, with chestnut red head sloping into long blackish bill. Red eye, black chest. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male: Pale grayish brown; pale rust on head and neck. In winter, often form mixed flocks with Redheads, scaup. VOICE: Courting male gives cooing notes; female, a raspy krrrr, etc. SIMILAR SPECIES: Redhead grayer on body, lacks sloping forehead and bill. HABITAT: Lakes, salt bays, estuaries; in summer, freshwater marshes and lakes.
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REDHEAD Aythya americana (see also p. 48) Uncommon

19–20 in. (48–51 cm). Adult male: Gray; black chest and round rufous head; bill bluish with black tip. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male: Brown overall; diffuse light patch near bill. Both sexes have indistinct gray wing stripe. VOICE: Courting male a harsh catlike meow and deep purr; female, soft krrr notes. SIMILAR SPECIES: Male Canvasback. See female Ring-necked Duck, scaup. HABITAT: Lakes, salt bays, estuaries; in summer, freshwater marshes and ponds.
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RING-NECKED DUCK Aythya collaris (see also p. 48) Fairly common

17–17½ in. (43–46 cm). Adult male: Like a scaup but with black back and less distinct gray wing stripe in flight. Vertical white mark before wing; bill with white ring. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male: Similar to female Lesser Scaup but with indistinct light face patch, darker eye, white eye-ring, grayer wing stripe, and pale ring on bill. VOICE: Courting male a low-pitched whistle; female, a quacking growl: arrp-arrp-arrp. SIMILAR SPECIES: Told from female Redhead by peaked head, darker crown, grayer face. HABITAT: Wooded lakes, ponds; in winter, also rivers, bays.
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LESSER SCAUP Aythya affinis (see also p. 48) Fairly common to common

16½–17 in. (42–44 cm). Scaup (both species) have a broad white stripe in wing, shorter (more confined to secondaries) in Lesser. Adult male: On water, black at both ends, whitish or pale gray in middle. Bill blue; head has “peaked” shape, often glossed dull purple. Flanks and back very finely barred. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male: Dark brown, usually with clean-cut white patch near bill. VOICE: Courting male, a soft whistle; female, a loud scaup; also purring notes. SIMILAR SPECIES: Greater Scaup, Ring-necked Duck, Redhead. Tufted Duck (p. 50) usually has wispy crest; female darker, more often lacks white at base of bill. HABITAT: Lakes, bays, reservoirs; in summer, marsh and taiga ponds. Tends to inhabit fresher-water less-marine habitats than Greater Scaup.
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GREATER SCAUP Aythya marila (see also p. 48) Common

18–18½ in. (46–48 cm). Very similar to Lesser Scaup, but slightly larger, with more gently rounded head, bill slightly wider with larger black tip (nail), and white wing stripe longer, extending onto primaries. Adult male: Head often glossed dull green rather than dull purple, but use this with caution. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male (not shown): Averages a larger white patch at base of bill and sometimes shows pale ear crescent, which Lesser typically lacks. VOICE: Courting male, soft, wheezy whistles; female, a raspy scaup-scaup. SIMILAR SPECIES: Lesser Scaup, Ring-necked Duck, Redhead, Tufted Duck (p. 50). HABITAT: Lakes, bays, estuaries, nearshore ocean waters; in summer, tundra and taiga ponds. Scarce migrant or vagrant in interior West.
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DIVING DUCKS

Also called “sea ducks” or “bay ducks,” but many are found on lakes and rivers and breed in marshes. All dive; legs close to tail. In taking wing, these heavy ducks must patter across surface of water to get airborne. Adult sexes differ but juvenile and first-winter males are femalelike. FOOD: Small aquatic animals and plants. Seagoing species eat mostly mollusks and crustaceans. Labrador Duck (Camptorhynchus labradorius), see plate 9, p. 35, formerly bred in ne. Canada, wintered to NJ; became extinct around 1878.

EIDERS

Eiders are seldom seen ashore apart from breeding. They usually mass in flocks off shoals and rocky coasts and often fly in line formations. Adult males are colorful and show white wing patches in flight; females are brown. Eclipse males in late summer resemble females but have bill colors and upperwing patterns of males. FOOD: Mostly mollusks, crustaceans.

 



[image:  ]

 

SPECTACLED EIDER Somateria fischeri Rare, local, threatened

21–22 in. (53–56 cm). Adult male: Boldly patterned head; black below, white above, suggesting male Common Eider, but head largely pale green, with large white “goggles“ narrowly trimmed with black. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Brown and barred like other female and young male eiders, but with pale ghost image of goggles. Feathering at base of bill extends far down upper mandible. VOICE: Mostly silent. Both sexes give calls similar to Common Eider’s, but softer. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Common Eider larger, shows broad pale eyebrow, lacks goggles. See King Eider. HABITAT: In summer, Arctic coasts, tundra ponds; in winter, breaks in pack ice.
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KING EIDER Somateria spectabilis (see also p. 46) Rare to uncommon

22 in. (56 cm). Adult male: A stocky sea duck; on water, foreparts appear white, rear parts black; crown and nape powder blue. Note protruding orange bill-shield. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Warm brown; weak pale eye-ring and thin stripe curving behind and down from eye, flanks barred with crescent shaped marks. Note facial profile. First-spring male: Dusky brown with light breast; bill becomes orange. Second-year male intermediate in plumage and bill characteristics. VOICE: Courting male, a low crooning phrase. Female, grunting croaks. SIMILAR SPECIES: Common Eider larger, with flatter head profile, longer bill-lobe before eye; adult male has white back, female evenly barred flanks. First-spring male King Eider has darker head and lacks white shoulder stripe of first-spring Common. In flight, note position of white patches in male versus White-winged Scoter. HABITAT: Rocky coasts, ocean. Nests on tundra. Casual vagrant well south of winter range; accidental inland.
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COMMON EIDER Somateria mollissima (see also p. 46) Fairly common

24–25 in. (61–64 cm). This bulky, thick-necked duck is oceanic, living in flocks near shoals. Flight sluggish and low; flocks usually in a line. Adult male: This and Spectacled Eider are only ducks in N. America with black belly and white back. Forewing and back white; head white with black crown, greenish nape. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Large, brown, closely barred, with pale eyebrow; long, flat profile. First-spring male: Dusky or chocolate with white breast and collar; white areas come in irregularly through second year; bill slowly becomes brighter yellow. VOICE: Male, a moaning ow-ooo-urr. Female, a grating kor-r-r. SIMILAR SPECIES: See King Eider. Female scoters smaller, lack heavy dark barring of female eiders. HABITAT: Rocky coasts, shoals; in summer, also islands, tundra. Casual vagrant well south of winter ranges and accidental inland.
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STELLER’S EIDER Polysticta stelleri Scarce, local. threatened

17 in. (43 cm). Unlike other eiders in shape, bill. Adult male: Black and white, with yellow-buff underparts, white head, black throat, and green bump on back of head. Note round black spot on side of breast. As in other eiders, white forewing is conspicuous in flight. Female, Juvenile, and first-winter male: Dark brown, mottled, with pale eye-ring; distinguished from other eiders by much smaller size and shape of its small head and blue-gray bill. Purple speculum bordered in white, visible at short range, suggests a female Mallard. First-spring and second-year male increasingly develops adult malelike plumage. VOICE: Usually silent. Male’s crooning note resembles Common Eider’s but is quieter. Female has a low growl. SIMILAR SPECIES: Other eiders, Long-tailed Duck. HABITAT: Coasts, ocean. Vagrant south of winter ranges.
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HARLEQUIN DUCK Histrionicus histrionicus (see also p. 46) Uncommon

16–17 in. (41–44 cm). A smallish dark duck. Adult male: Spectacularly patterned, slaty with chestnut sides and elaborate white patches and spots. In flight, has stubby shape of a goldeneye but appears uniformly dark. Female: A small dusky duck with three round white spots on each side of head; no wing patch. First-year male: Intermediate between male and female; eclipse male also femalelike but can be tinged bluish and shows white in wing coverts and tertials. VOICE: Usually silent. Male, a squeak; also gwa gwa gwa. Female, ek-ek-ek-ek. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Bufflehead has white wing patch and only one white facial patch. Female scoters larger, with larger bills. HABITAT: Turbulent mountain streams in summer; rocky coastal waters in winter. Casual to accidental vagrant inland and well to south of range.
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LONG-TAILED DUCK Fairly common in East, rare in West, threatened

Clangula hyemalis (see also p. 46)

Male 21–22 in. (53–56 cm); female 16 in. (41 cm). A small duck except for long tail in adult male. The only sea duck combining much white on body and unpatterned dark wings. It flies in bunched, irregular flocks, rocking side to side as it flies. fall/winter male: Note needlelike tail, pied pattern, dark cheek. Spring/summer male: Dark with white flanks and belly. Note white eye patch, pink on bill. fall/winter Female: Dark unpatterned wings, white face with dark cheek spot, lacks long tail feathers. Spring/summer Female: Similar but darker. Lacks pink on bill. Juveniles and first-winter mates: Femalelike but duller. Much individual variation in plumages. VOICE: Talkative; a musical ow-owdte-ow or owt-ometet. SIMILAR SPECIES: Bufflehead. In flight, sometimes confused with alcids because of dark underwings and rapid wingbeats. HABITAT: Ocean, harbors, large lakes; in summer, tundra pools and lakes. Widespread but rare winter visitor or vagrant inland across N. America and well south of range.
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SCOTERS

Scoters are heavy, blackish ducks seen in large flocks along ocean coasts. They often fly in thin line formation. They are usually in flocks, either single species or mixed, so look them over carefully. Scoters are usually silent but during courtship and mating may utter low whistles, croaks, or grunting noises; wings whistle in flight. FOOD: Mainly mollusks, crustaceans.
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WHITE-WINGED SCOTER Uncommon to fairly common

Melanitta deglandi (see also p. 46)

21 in. (53 cm). White-winged is the largest of the three scoters; bill is feathered to nostril. On water, white wing patch is often barely visible or fully concealed (wait for bird to flap or fly). Adult male: Black, with a “teardrop” of white near eye; bill orange with black basal knob. Female and Juvenile male: Sooty brown, with white wing patch and two light oval patches on face (sometimes obscure; patches more pronounced on young birds). First-year male gradually becomes blackish; bill becomes orange, swollen; underparts bleached white in both sexes of all three scoters. Stejneger’s Scoter (M. stejnegeril, very rare in w. AK, has hornlike knob at base of bill. VOICE: Usually silent. SIMILAR SPECIES: Other scoters. HABITAT: Salt bays, ocean; in summer, lakes. Rare winter visitor or vagrant to interior states.
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SURF SCOTER Fairly common to common

Melanitta perspicillata (see also p. 46)

19–20 in. (48–51 cm). Medium-sized, the most common scoter on both N. American coasts. Adult male: Black, with bold white patches on crown and nape. Heavy, sloping bill patterned with orange, black, and white. Female and Juvenile male: Dusky brown; dark crown; two light spots on each side of head (sometimes obscure; more evident on young birds), one mostly vertical, the other more horizontal. First-year male gradually becomes blackish; bill becomes orange, swollen. VOICE: Usually silent. A low croak; grunting sounds. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female White-winged Scoter slightly larger overall, has more extensive feathering on bill, more horizontal, oval face patches, and white wing patch (may not show until bird flaps). Black Scoter has rounder head profile (more like Redhead, whereas Surf Scoter more like Canvasback), lacks feathering on bill, and has silvery underside to flight feathers; female has entirely pale cheeks. HABITAT: Ocean, salt bays; in summer, lakes. Rare winter visitor or vagrant to interior states.
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BLACK SCOTER Melanitta americana (see also p. 46) Rare to fairly common

18½–19 in. (47–48 cm). The smallest scoter. Bill upturned and not as bulbous as in other scoters. Adult male: An all-black sea duck. Bright orange-yellowknob on bill (“butter nose”) is diagnostic. In flight, underwing shows two-toned effect (silvery gray and black), more pronounced than in other two scoters. Female and Juvenile male: Sooty; entirely tight cheeks contrast with dark cap. First-year male gradually becomes blackish, especially in head; bill becomes yellow, swollen. VOICE: Usually silent. Male, melodious cooing notes. Female, growls. SIMILAR SPECIES: First-spring male Surf Scoter may appear all black above, lack white head patch, and have variable orange coloration to mandible, but note higher-sloping bill with developing black round spot at base. Female and juvenile scoters of other two species have smaller light spots on side of head, not entirely pale cheeks. Female Black Scoter may suggest fall/winter male Ruddy Duck but is larger and found primarily in marine habitats; Ruddy is in primarily fresh water. HABITAT: Seacoasts, bays; in summer, tundra and taiga ponds. Very rare winter visitor or vagrant to interior states.


 



[image:  ]


 



[image:  ]

 

COMMON GOLDENEYE Bucephala clangula (see also p. 48) Fairly common

18½–19 in. (47–49 cm). Adult male: Note large, round white spot before eye. White looking, with black back and blocky, green-glossed head that appears black at a distance. In flight, short-necked; wings whistle or “sing,” shows large white patches. Female, Juvenile, and first-year male: Gray, with white collar and dark brown head; wings have large square white patches that may show on closed wing. Bill black in males, with some yellow in winter/spring females. VOICE: Courting male has harsh nasal double note, suggesting pee-ik of Common Nighthawk. Female, a harsh gaak. SIMILAR SPECIES: Barrow’s Goldeneye. Male scaup have black chest. Male Common Merganser long, low, with different bill. HABITAT: Forested lakes, rivers; in winter, also open lakes, salt bays, seacoasts.
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BARROW’S GOLDENEYE Bucephala islandica Scarce to uncommon

18 in. (46 cm). Similar to Common Goldeneye, but bill shorter and “cuter.” Adult male: Note white facial crescent, blacker above; head often glossed with purple (not green); nape blockier; shows dark “spur“ on shoulder toward waterline, less white in back and wings. Female and first-year male: Similar to female Common but head slightly darker, with steeper forehead and suggestion of blocky nape, less white in wing. Besides being smaller, bill can become entirely yellow, often a good field mark but subject to seasonal change. Female Common Goldeneye often has band of yellow on bill, rarely all yellow. VOICE: Usually silent. Courting male, a grunting kuk, kuk. Female near nest, a soft coo-coo-coo. Wings of both species whistle in flight. SIMILAR SPECIES: Common Goldeneye, Bufflehead. HABITAT: Wooded lakes, ponds; in winter, lakes and rivers, protected coastal waters. Rare winter visitor or vagrant to most interior areas; accidental to TX.
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BUFFLEHEAD Bucephala albeola (see also p. 48) Common

13½–14 in. (34–36 cm). Small. Adult male: Mostly white with black back; blocky head with large, bonnetlike white patch. In flight, shows large white wing patches. Female and first-year male: Dark and compact, with white cheek spot, small bill, smaller wing patch. VOICE: Male, in display, a hoarse rolling note. Female, a harsh ec-ec-ec. SIMILAR SPECIES: Male Hooded Merganser has spikelike bill, brown sides. See female Black Scoter, fall/winter male Ruddy Duck, Long-tailed Duck. HABITAT: Lakes, ponds, rivers; in winter, also salt bays.

STIFF-TAILED DUCKS

Small, chunky divers, nearly helpless on land. Spiky tail. Adult sexes not alike. FOOD: Aquatic life, insects, water plants.
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RUDDY DUCK Oxyura jamaicensis (see also p. 48) Fairly common

15 in. (38 cm). Small, chubby; note white cheek and dark cap. Often cocks tail upward. Flight “buzzy.” Can barely walk on land. Spring/summer male: Vivid rusty red with white cheek, black cap, large and strikingly blue bill. fall/winter male: Gray with white cheek, dull blue or gray bill. Female and Juvenile male: Similar to fall/winter male, but duskier cheek crossed by dark line. VOICE: Courting male, a sputtering chick-ik-ik-ik-k-k-k-kurrrr, accompanied by head bobbing. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Bufflehead, Black Scoter; see female Masked Duck (rare, p. 50). HABITAT: Freshwater marshes, ponds, lakes; in winter, also salt bays, harbors.
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MERGANSERS

Long-lined, slender-bodied diving ducks with spikelike bill, saw-edged mandibles. Most species have a crest. In flight, bill, head, outstretched neck, and body are on a horizontal axis. Adult sexes not alike; first-year and eclipse males resemble female. FOOD: Chiefly fish.
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COMMON MERGANSER Mergus merganser (see also p. 44) Fairly common

24–25 in. (62–64 cm). In flight, singles, pairs, or lines of these slender ducks follow the winding courses of rivers. Whiteness of adult male and merganser shape (bill, outstretched neck, head, and body held horizontally) identify this species. Adult male: Note long whitish body, black back, green-black head; primarily white upperwing. Bill and feet red; breast can be tinged rosy peach. Female and first-year male: Gray with crested rufous head contrasting with white chin and clean white chest; wing patch on trailing edge. First-spring males can show dark green in face. VOICE: Male, in display, low staccato croaks. Female, a guttural karrr. SIMILAR SPECIES: Female Red-breasted Merganser very similar to female Common. Note distinct cut-off of rusty head and neck from breast in Common; this is diffuse in Red-breasted. Female mergansers might suggest male Canvasback or Redhead, but those have black chest, no crest, different bill profiles. HABITAT: Wooded lakes, ponds, rivers; in winter, open lakes, rivers, rarely coastal bays.
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RED-BREASTED MERGANSER Mergus serrator (see also p. 44) Common

22½–23 in.(56–58 cm). Adult male: Rakish; black head glossed with green and crested; breast at waterline dark rusty; wide white collar between head and breast; bill and feet red. Female and first-year male: Gray, with crested, dull rusty head that blends into color of neck; red bill and feet. First-spring male can molt dark green feathers face and black feathers in back. VOICE: Usually silent. Male, a hoarse croak. Female, karrr. SIMILAR SPECIES: Male Common Merganser whiter, without collar and breast-band effect; lacks shaggy crest. See Common Merganser for female. Common’s bill slightly thicker at base. HABITAT: Woodland and coastal lakes, open water; in winter, also bays, tidal channels, nearshore ocean waters.
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HOODED MERGANSER Uncommon to fairly common

Lophodytes cucullatus (see also p. 44)

17–18 in. (43–46 cm). Male: Note vertical fan-shaped white crest, which may be raised or lowered. Breast white, with two black bars on each side. Upperwing has white patch; flanks rusty brown. Female and first-winter male: Recognized as a merganser by silhouette and spikelike bill; known as this species by its small size, dusky look, and dark head, bill, and chest. Note loose tawny crest. First-spring male can molt in black and white feathers in head and breast. VOICE: In display, low grunting or croaking notes. SIMILAR SPECIES: Male Bufflehead smaller and chubbier, with white sides. Other female mergansers larger and grayer, with rufous head, reddish bill. In flight, wing patch and silhouette separate female Hooded Merganser from female Wood Duck. HABITAT: Wooded lakes, ponds, rivers; in winter, also tidal channels, protected bays. Rare in Southwest.
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FLIGHT PATTERNS of DABBLING DUCKS

Note: Only males are described below. Although females are unlike the males in body plumage, their wing patterns are quite similar. The names in parentheses are common nicknames used by hunters.

 

NORTHERN PINTAIL (“SPRIG”) Anas acuta p. 26

From below: Needle tail, white breast, thin neck.

Above: Needle tail, neck stripe, single thin white border on speculum.

 

WOOD DUCK (“WOODY”) Aix sponsa p. 24

From below: White belly, dusky wings, long square tail.

Above: Stocky; long dark tail, white border on dark wing.

 

AMERICAN WIGEON (“BALDPATE”) Mareca americana p. 24

From below: White belly, pointed dark tail.

Above: Large white shoulder patch.

 

NORTHERN SHOVELER (“SPOONBILL”) Spatula clypeata p. 28

From below: Dark belly, white breast, white tail, spoon bill.

Above: Large pale bluish shoulder patch, spoon bill.

 

GADWALL (“GRAYDUCK”) Mareca strepera p. 26

From below: White belly, white underwing, square white patch on rear edge of wing.

Above: White patch on rear edge of wing.

 

GREEN-WINGED TEAL (“ROCKET”) Anas crecca p. 28

From below: Small; light belly, dark head, broad dark borders to underwing. Above: Small, dark-winged; green speculum.

 

BLUE-WINGED TEAL (“WHITEFACE”) Spatula discors p. 28

From below: Small; dark belly, narrow dark borders to underwing.

Above: Small; large chalky blue shoulder patch.

Note: Cinnamon Teal (S. cyanoptera shows similar wing pattern to Blue-winged Teal.
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FLIGHT PATTERNS of DABBLING DUCKS and MERGANSERS

Note: Only males are described below. Although most females are unlike the males, their wing patterns are quite similar. Mergansers have a distinctive flight silhouette. The names in parentheses are common nicknames used by hunters.

 

MALLARD (“GREENHEAD”) Anas platyrhynchos p. 26

From below: Dark chest, light belly, white neck ring, white tail.

Above: Dark head, neck ring, two white borders on bluish speculum.

 

AMERICAN BLACK DUCK (“REDLEG” Anas rubripes p. 26

From below: Dark body, white underwing linings.

Above: Dark body, paler head, purplish speculum lacks forward border.

 

FULVOUS WHISTLING-DUCK Dendrocygna bicolor p. 20

From below: Tawny, with blackish underwing linings.

Above: Dark, unpatterned wings; white band on rump.

 

COMMON MERGANSER (“SAWBILL”) Mergus merganser p. 40

From below: Merganser shape; outstretched neck, dark head, white body, white underwing linings.

Above: Merganser shape; white chest, large white wing patches.

 

RED-BREASTED MERGANSER (“SHELDRAKE”) Mergus serrator p. 40

From below: Merganser shape; outstretched neck; dark chest band, white collar. Above: Merganser shape; dark chest
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FLIGHT PATTERNS of DIVING DUCKS
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FLIGHT PATTERNS of DIVING DUCKS, etc.
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VAGRANT WATERFOWL
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UNESTABLISHED EXOTIC WATERFOWL
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