RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION
Records of Vermont Birds

The following form has been prepared to encourage full documentation, when requested, of rare
or unseasonal birds in the state of Vermont. These reports are put into a permanent file and
should be as detailed as possible. New reports are reviewed annually by the Vermont Bird
Records Committee, which evaluates records for their acceptability to future researchers and for
inclusion in the state bird list.

SPECIES: Common Pochard
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1 male

OBSERVER MAKING REPORT: OTHER OBSERVERS

Ronald Payne, 496 Weybridge Street, Middlebury, VT 05753 rpayne72@myfairpoint.net
lan A. Worley, 1101 Snake Mountain Road, Cornwall, VT 05753 iworley@uvm.edu
Numerous other observers

LOCATION: Vermont waters immediately west of Champlain Bridge/Chimney Point. Addison, Addison
County, Vermont, USA

DATE:
January 1 and 2, 2013

TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION:
January 1: Seen 6-8 times between about 9:30am and 10:15am. Photographed at 9:57am. Accumulated
time in view 5-8 minutes. Seen by other observers in late afternoon.

January 2: Seen numerous times by us between 9:38am and 1:53pm. Accumulated time in view 5-8
minutes. Seen by many observers during this time period, earlier in the day, and later in the day.

DISTANCES FROM BIRD:
January 1 Approximately 1500 feet
January 2 Approximately 1200-4000 feet

WEATHER:
January 1: Wind from the south 5-12 kts. Good visibility. Mostly cloudy; sky cover 80-100%. 16 degrees.

January 2: Wind from the north 8-15 kts. Haze and snow showers; then good visibility following cold front
passage. Cloudy then partly cloudy; sky cover 100% then 75%. 14 degrees dropping to 7 degrees.

Lighting diffuse when cloudy. Lighting from rear left quarter in morning, then from left midday.

OPTICAL EQUIPMENT:

Pentax 8X42 binoculars

Kowa TSN-884 88mm scope with 20-60x eyepiece.
Pentax 8X40 PCF WP binoculars

Nikon RA-II 20x scope

OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS:

Neither of us has a previous acquaintance with the species. Both of us have observer Redhead and
Canvasback Ducks in recent years in Vermont.



OTHER DOCUMENTATION: Photos by us and dozens of other birders.

The first photograph of the bird, taken by Payne on January 1, 2013, aJ)pears at the end of the attached
article posted on the Otter Creek Audubon Society website January 3".

HABITAT: (be as detailed as possible, include associated bird species)

The bird was with a large raft predominently composed of Lesser Scaup and Common Goldeneys in the
open waters of Lake Champlain, more toward shore than centered in the lake. The lake is from 1.5t0 1.8
miles across in the vicinity. The raft tends to position itself in moderately shallow waters, where much
feeding behavior is observed. On January 3rd the raft was pushed to more central waters during to the
overnight forming of lake ice. That ice broke up during the day and the raft followed the eroding ice margin
to the more moderately shallow waters.

BIRD'S BEHAVIOR: (feeding actions, manner of flight, displays or interactions, reaction to observer)

January 1: Seen swimming, diving, and resting (head tucked in).
January 2: Predominently seen diving; occasionally seen swimming.

VOCALIZATION: (song or calls)

None heard. If any, the distance and winds would have made hearing impossible.

DESCRIPTION: (Describe what you actually saw during the observation. We hope that observers will take
field notes during the observation and before consulting field guides, etc. Additional pages with sketches and
copies of field notes are encouraged.)

Relative size and shape: Appeared to be the size of a Lesser Scaup, which it was among. The general
body shape was that of a diving bird, relatively short and rounded.

Head: Held erectly. Rufous red in color. Peaked crowned, forehead sloping to bill. Eyes redish.

Feet and Bill: Did not observe feet. Bill moderate in size; typical flattened duck-shaped with bright, light
colored saddle between dark base and dark tip. Upper mandible curved blending with forehead slope.
Upper back: White/off-white, continuous in coloration with flanks and belly.

Lower back and rump: White/off-white, continuous in coloration with flanks and belly, black rump.

Wings: Saw only in resting position. White/off-white.

Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts: Breast black. Flanks white/off-white. Did not observe undertail
coverts.

Tail: Seen at rest and swimming. Black.

IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS IDENTIFICATION AND



HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT?

Upon first sighting the bird was presumed to be a Redhead, of which a few individuals show up in Lake
Champlain each winter. (See attached accounting of our sighting.) However, we did recognize that the
head was odd. Payne wondered if the bird might be a Canvasback based on the head, though the body
coloration was seemed too white and the bill was less massive. Worley remarked on how pointed the head
was when the bird was at rest with bill tucked in. Not being familiar with, nor expecting, a Common Pochard,
we recorded the bird as a Redhead. Our second viewing followed the identification of the bird by others as a
Common Pochard. With this knowledge and having discovered the features of importance, we could easily
see the peaked head, the non-masssive tri-marked bill with light colored saddle, and the continuous
white/off-white of the back and flanks.

The tri-marked bill with the central light colored saddle distinguished the bird from both Canvasback and
Redhead or a Redhead/Canvasback cross. The bill is distinctly smaller, especially at the base, in reference
to the head size than the bill of a Canvasback. The peaked head is in distinct contrast with the smoothly
rounded head of a Redhead.

COMMENTS:

A photograph taken by Payne and embedded in an eBird checklist immediately after our first sighting on
January 1, 2013 was seen by Jeremiah Trimble of Harvard University that afternoon. He recognized the bird
as a Common Pochard and alerted Worley and Professor Allan Strong of the University of Vermont, who
announced the finding on the VTBiIrd listserv.

This bird has received intense scrutiny by dozens of observers since its initial discovery. Hundreds of
photographs, some of very high quality, have been taken. The descriptions in this RSD are those made by
us immediately after seeing the bird on January 1 and 2, 2013.

The first photograph of the bird, taken by Payne on January 1, 2013, aJ)pears at the end of the attached
article posted on the Otter Creek Audubon Society website January 3".

NAMES: Ronald Payne, lan Worley

MAILING ADDRESSES:

Ronald Payne, 496 Weybridge Steet, Middlebury, Vermont, 05753 rpayne72@myfairpoint.net
lan Worley, 1101 Snake Mountain Road, Cornwall, Vermont, 05753 iworley@uvm.edu

DATE: January 11, 2013

Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records
Committee, Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055

The following was written by Ron Payne and published on the website of the Otter
Creek Audubon Society January 3" 2013.

Common Pochard at Chimney Point

January 3, 2013 in Wildlife Sightings




T Mashr

Common Pochard taken Jan. 2 by Larry Master

It all began with a quick statement from my friend Ian Worley, “I think I’ve got a
Redhead.” I quickly found the bird through my scope as its rufous head made it very
obvious among the dark-headed Scaup flock. And after initial hesitation, I confirmed his
identification, “yes, it’s a Redhead.” But we had made the wrong call and and we later
learned that what we thought was a Redhead was actually a Common Pocard. A
European cousin of the Redhead never before recorded in Vermont, New England, or the
eastern United States for that matter.

We had both individually come to the Champlain Bridge in Addison for some New
Year’s Day birding. The main goal, besides getting a good start on a new personal year
list, was a failed attempt to re-find a Harlequin Duck that been seen there by Ian the day
before. I had already had a good morning before lan arrived, finding a life bird Glaucous
Gull, and seeing two Red Foxes come out onto the ice trying to catch one of the Common
Mergansers flocked there. lan was excited to hear about the gull, which he later also
found, as that would be a life bird for him as well, but before he went off looking for that,
we decided to scan the nearby flock of Lesser and Greater Scaup for the Harlequin or
anything else that might be with them. It was during this time that Ian spotted the
“Redhead.” My first thought on seeing the bird was to wonder whether or not it was a
Canvasback, because the head shape did not look right for a Redhead, but the plumage
and head shape didn’t add up for a Canvasback. lan also noted its odd head shape but all
thoughts of this bird went right out of our heads when I spotted another European
vagrant, a Tufted Duck in the flock. This was the second time I had ever seen a Tufted
Duck and it was a life bird for lan. I started taking pictures of that bird by holding my
point-and-shoot camera up to my scope. Not the best method for pretty pictures, but often
good enough for documenting a rare species. While doing this, the “Redhead” happened
to come into view, so I took a picture of it too as an afterthought.

So after all that, both Ian and I felt like we’d had an excellent morning of birding, one life
bird and a rarity for me and two life birds for him. When I got home I submitted my
checklist for the day to eBird and embedded my pictures into it. I then wrote a message to
the VTBIRD listserv to inform people of the Tufted Duck and Glaucous Gull at the
bridge. And that’s when things got exciting. About an hour after my post, Alan Strong
posted a message he had revived from Jeremiah Trimble from Massachusetts who had




seen my “Redhead” picture and recognized it as a Common Pochard. My initial reaction
to this was to ask, what the heck is a Common Pochard?

Being a very local birder, my knowledge of species is limited mostly North American
birds, and any vagrant species [ am familiar with are ones with a precedent for showing
up in the U.S. This being an unprecedented species for the area, with only a few reports
from Alaska, California and Quebec, this was the first time I had ever heard of it. And Ian
had a similar lack of knowledge of the species too. Though a Common Pochard is
superficially similar to a Redhead, once you know the details, the difference between
them is plain to see. The Common Pochard has a peaked head and triangular black bill
with a white “saddle” on the upper side. The Redhead has a rounded head, a blue Scaup-
like bill with a black tip, and a golden-yellow eye. But without foreknowledge of the
species, neither lan or I could have thought to have looked for those defining marks, and
so we settled on the most similar bird we did know, the Redhead. The lesson I take away
from this is that when one see’s something about a bird that seems odd, in this case the
peaked head we noticed, one should take notice, document it, and investigate it further.

Well, needless to say, the news of the Pochard set off an immediate rush to the
Champlain Bridge by local birders, who quickly re-found the bird and confirmed the ID.
And the next day, dozens more from around the state and region, some from Upstate New
York and Massachusetts came to view the Pochard. Ian and I headed back out there as
well and joined the crowd too so we could say that we had seen the bird while we knew
what it was we were looking at. Visibility was poor early on with sometimes heavy snow
making it difficult to pick the Pochard out of the flock of Scaup, but later in the
afternoon, the sun came out making for some absolutely stunning viewing. Also, despite
the cold, it was enjoyable to share those views with such a great group of like-minded
and knowledgeable bird enthusiasts.

- Ron Payne
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The blurry digiscoped image that started it all
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Birders from all over the region flocked to view it



