
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. !
Please print or type !
SPECIES:  
Trumpeter Swan 
NUMBER OBSERVED: One !
OBSERVER MAKING REPORT: OTHER OBSERVERS (and addresses if available)David Johnston 808 
Bonnyvale Rd, Brattleboro, VT 05301 !
LOCATION: (place, township, county) On Lake Champlain, eastern shore, behind the Tri-Town Water 
District Plant, Addison Co., Vt !
DATE:5/26/2014 !
TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION: about 5 minutes on and off !
DISTANCES FROM BIRD:  Maximum_500yds____    Minimum__100yds___ !
WEATHER:  !
wind direction ESE________ wind speed  _light_______ !
sky cover mostly overcast _______      light in relation to observer's position from behind 
temperature___60F________________________ !
OPTICAL EQUIPMENT: (make, power, etc.)Swarovski ST80 30x optical !!
OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS: !
One Trumpeter about 10 years ago in Northampton, MA; ~ 100+ Tundra Swans in DE and 4 in VT !!!
OTHER DOCUMENTATION: Photo ___x___ Tape Recording ______ Specimen ______ !
If yes to the above, where is this information deposited?____sent to Vermont Center for 
Ecostudies____________________________________ !
HABITAT: (be as detailed as possible, include associated bird species) 
I would describe this area as a cove with shoreline to the east curving in a westerly direction out into 
the lake to a point. There were 6 Common Terns, 1 Brant, and various ducks. !!!
BIRD'S BEHAVIOR: (feeding actions, manner of flight, displays or interactions, reaction to observer) 
The swan was initially near the eastern shore and swam out into the lake at ~ a 60 degree angle 
heading northwest. I did not observe any interactions or behaviors other than swimming. However, I 
did not follow the bird closely as I assumed it was a Tundra Swan after observing the black bill and 
was busy observing the other waterfowl present. I did not think of the possibility of Trumpeter until I 
got home and looked at the photos and began to research.  !



!!!
VOCALIZATION: (song or calls) 
none observed !!!!
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.) See photos !
Relative size and shape:  swan size and shape !!
Head (crown, cheeks, eye, throat, nape):little rust coloration on back of head and neck; black facial skin 
strongly connects the eye to the black bill- the eye is contained within the black mask of the face, the crown 
slope matches the bill slope, the apex of the head is well behind the eye creating more of an angular head 
shape, there seems to be more of a flat area rather than a smooth curve along the nape, the forehead 
feathering extends forward of the black lores, the feathering along the facial skin from the eye to the gape is 
relatively straight.  !!
Feet and Bill (shape, color, length): The legs and feet were black. The bill appeared all black with a 
prominent red-pink ’grin line’ on lower mandible when observed;  flat bill/ culmen straight;  gives a 
Canvasback-like profile, the bill being like a large black cone that just covers the front of a styrofoam ball 
instead of a smaller black cone stuck on the front of a styrofoam ball. !!
Upper back:white !!
Lower back and rump: white !!
Wings (shape, length, markings): See photo !!
Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts:white, see photo !!
Tail (shape, length, markings): 
see photo !!
IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS 
IDENTIFICATION AND HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT? 
A Mute Swan can be eliminated because this swan lacks an orange bill with a black knob on the forehead. 
I believe that the combination of characteristics observed rule out Tundra Swan.  
1. The black facial skin of a Trumpeter strongly connects the eyes to the bill so that the eyes are encompassed 

by the skin, like on this bird. The eyes of a Tundra seem pinched off from the facial skin, weakly connected, 
so that you can distinctly see the eye separate from the bill. 

2. 90% of Tundras have varying degrees of yellow in their lores. This swan had none. 
3. Trumpeters have a straight culmen, flat forehead, and more angular head shape like the bird observed. The 

crown slope matches the bill slope. The apex of the head is well behind the eye and there seems to be a flat 
area along the nape. A Tundra, on the other hand, would have more of a dish-shaped bill, a smoothly 
rounded head with the apex just behind the eye, the crown slope would not match the bill slope, and the nape 
would be more curved. 

4. On a Tundra Swan the line of the forehead continues above the line of the upper mandible. On a Trumpeter, 
and the bird observed, the line of flat area on the head continues slightly below the line of the upper 
mandible. 

5. The interface between the feathers and facial skin from the eye to the gape are relatively straight on this 
bird, whereas the same area on a Tundra would be more angled like a boomerang. 



6. Tundras tend to have no color or very little on their grin line. The red-pink coloring of this swan’s grin line 
was very prominent! 

7. This bird was seen well outside of the Tundra Swan’s migration window. Tundras migrate from early March 
to early May. Checking eBird, most Vermont sightings in the Spring are in early April, with only one 
sighting ever recorded in May and that was a May 8th sighting. 

8. Northern Vermont is in relatively close proximity to the breeding population of Trumpeter Swans in Ontario 
and New York State.  A wandering Trumpeter showing up at a random time of year is perhaps more likely 
than a Tundra well outside of a fairly well established migration time frame. !!!!!!

COMMENTS: (was age or sex determined?, etc.) !
The bird is probably an adult given the overall whiteness. !
Because of the blurriness of the photos and my lack of swan expertise, I emailed a blurb and photos to 
people who do have expertise with these swans, seeking their help in identification. I am including relevant 
quotes from their responses. !!
Steve Mlodinow- Washington State BRC, editor for Birds of N.A., author, etc. who has seen thousands of 
these swans in Washington State. “The head shape, bill shape, and facial pattern look utterly Trump to me. 
To me, looks like a solid Trump.” !
Kevin McCowen- Cornell Lab of Ornithology. “Eye placement, black facial skin, and head shape all indicate 
Trumpeter Swan.” 
“ The eye is encompassed by the black facial skin; not even a close call. That’s a Trumpeter characteristic, 
and one of the most reliable in my experience.” !
Steve Rottenborn-CABRC. “ I can’t be 100% sure because of the blurry nature of the photos, but I think it’s a 
Trumpeter due to the straight nature of the bill, fore-face feathering demarcation, the extensive black in the 
lores, and the forehead feathering which extends far forward of the lores.” !
Mike Rogers- former CABRC, editor Biirds of N.A., Northern CA.  “ The lack of yellow lores and apparent bill 
shape do suggest Trumpeter Swan to me. !
Bill Schmoker- COBRC.  “ Head shot left me with a TRUS impression.” !!
This report was written from notes taken during _____immediately after _____ the observation, or written 
from memory , photos, and research____  (please attach copies of notes if available) !!
NAME (print)__David Johnston_________________________SIGNATURE (not 
req’d)_____________________ !
MAILING ADDRESS __________808 Bonnyvale Rd, Brattleboro, VT 
05301__________________________________________________ !
DATE _9/18/2014_________________ !
Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records 
Committee, Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055






