Hooded Merganser
on North Uist:
a return to the British List
Brian Rabbitts

Richard Johnson

ABSTRACT A first-winter or female Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus
was discovered at Oban Trumisgarry, North Uist, Outer Hebrides, on
23rd October 2000, where it remained until 1st November.The location,
arrival date, weather conditions and the bird’s behaviour suggested that it
could be a transatlantic vagrant, and it was included by BOURC in Category D
of the British List. Following subsequent records in Northumberland in March
2002, and Shetland in April–May 2006, together with others from
the Azores and Canary Islands, BOURC reviewed the North Uist record
as a potential first for Britain and accepted that the evidence was
sufficiently persuasive to admit it to Category A of the British List.
he term ‘New to Britain’ is hardly appropriate for the Hooded Merganser
Lophodytes cucullatus, a species that has
maintained a tenuous position on the British
List for almost 180 years. During this period, it
has resided in various categories of the British
List, initially on the strength of a first-winter
male shot in the Menai Straits, Anglesey, in
winter 1830/31 and, more recently, a sight
record of a female at Willen Lake, Bucking-
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hamshire, on 28th–29th December 1983,
although this was subsequently reviewed by
BBRC and thought to be probably an escape
(Brit. Birds 86: 465). Following review by
BOURC, the Anglesey bird was considered
inadequately documented (BOU 2001) and this
led to the species being removed from the
British List in 2001.
At almost exactly the same time that
BOURC was preparing its report, a female
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Hooded Merganser arrived on North Uist,
Outer Hebrides, in October 2000 in circumstances which strongly suggested that it was a
wild bird. Following this bird’s acceptance by
BBRC, the file for the record was passed to
BOURC for investigation into the likelihood of
captive origin. Hooded Merganser is commonly
held in captive waterfowl collections, which
placed BOURC in the unenviable position of
determining the provenance of a single individual. Establishing beyond doubt that it was a
wild bird was impossible, but it was acknowledged that the circumstances, including timing,
location and associated species, suggested the
potential for natural vagrancy. Hooded Merganser was added to Category D in 2002, thus
acknowledging the possibility of a wild origin
for the North Uist bird (BOU 2003).
The North Uist bird was followed by two
more Hooded Mergansers in Britain with strong
credentials for natural vagrancy: a first-winter
female at Newbiggin, Northumberland, on
7th–25th March 2002 (Brit. Birds 96: 606), and a
male on Unst, Shetland, from 15th April to 2nd
May 2006 (Brit. Birds 100: 752), which were both
accepted by BBRC. These two new records, supported by four from the Azores since 2001,
together with evidence of an increase in numbers
recorded during North American Christmas Bird
Counts, particularly along the eastern seaboard
of Canada, prompted a review of records by
BOURC. This time it concluded that the evidence for wild vagrancy was sufficiently compelling, and the species was added to Category A
of the British List, with the North Uist bird being
accepted as the first British record (BOU 2009).

The North Uist bird

Steve Gantlett

Steve Gantlett

On 23rd October 2000, I decided to visit the
small plantation at Clachan Farm on North Uist

in the hope of finding some migrants. On the
way, I stopped in a passing place close to Oban
Trumisgarry, a small, shallow, tidal loch with
barely perceptible ebb and flow, to check the
birds present. After looking through the usual
small flock of Eurasian Wigeons Anas penelope,
I noticed a small, dark duck with a prominent
crest that was obviously of the merganser
family, diving repeatedly close to the islet in the
loch. The duck disappeared behind the islet but
soon reappeared, and I was pleasantly surprised
to confirm my initial suspicion that it was a
Hooded Merganser. After taking some notes, I
made a couple of telephone calls from the
nearby phone box, and was later joined by Lyn
and Brian Lowe, Andrew Stevenson and Gwen
Evans. Although the identification was straightforward, and the bird’s behaviour suggested
that it may have recently arrived (diving regularly, a little preening and a few short flights),
we were mindful of the escape potential.
On returning home, I released the news to
Birdline Scotland. Predictably, because the bird
was a duck, the response from the birding community was mixed but, for many, given the location and time of the year, a trip north was most
definitely on. However, the discovery of a Siberian
Blue Robin Luscinia cyane at Minsmere, Suffolk,
during the late afternoon of 23rd October (Brit.
Birds 99: 517–520) put things on hold for most.
The following day, 24th October, the Hooded
Merganser was still present and I watched it for
about two hours. Once again, the bird was
actively feeding and successfully catching many
prey items, including what appeared to be several
small eels and small flatfish.
An invasion of birders was now scheduled
for 25th October, and during a visit soon after
first light it was with some consternation that I
found the Oban devoid of any ducks, owing to

85 & 86. First-winter or female Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus, Oban Trumisgarry, North Uist,
Outer Hebrides, October 2000 – the first British record.
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the presence of three wildfowlers. One of the
wildfowlers I recognised as having the shooting
rights for the area and out of courtesy I
approached him with the news of the Hooded
Merganser. Suffice it to say that this was met
with a less than enthusiastic response! In the
meantime, those planning to travel over on the
morning ferry from Skye were temporarily
stranded, as the sailing was cancelled because of
high winds. The bird was still in the area,
however, and during a search of other suitable
waters I had a flight view of it with a few
Eurasian Wigeon about 2 km from Oban
Trumisgarry. On the morning of 26th, all was
peaceful at the Oban and, to the relief of the
arriving birders, the Hooded Merganser had
returned. Perhaps to further strengthen the
claims of it being a genuine vagrant, there was
also now a change in its behaviour: after feeding
voraciously for the previous couple of days, it
now spent long periods loafing.
Over the next few days the bird continued to
show well and eventually, after waiting for
several days, I was able to confirm that it carried
no rings. Initially, the merganser was on its own
but was later seen diving on the edge of the
Eurasian Wigeon flock. It was absent again on
30th as there was further shooting activity.
Thankfully, the wildfowlers’ only bag appeared
to be a Greylag Goose Anser anser and, on
greeting them again, I was rewarded with advice
that I was to be reported to various bodies for
inviting birders and spoiling the shooting! With
no disturbance the following day, the merganser
was back and was last seen on 1st November.

Description
General appearance
A rather uniform and dark diving duck with a
noticeable crest. When it dived, the tail was
fanned before submerging, and on one occasion
the bird was noted swimming with its longish
tail held erect. Flight views, apart from the one
away from Oban Trumisgarry, were over short
distances, when the bird showed quite a distinctive shape, with its fairly narrow, dark wings
(though with some white on the secondaries)
and rather large-looking head.

Head
Most of the head and crest were browner than
the rest of the plumage and at close range there
was a fairly thin, elongated pale area on the earcoverts. The forehead was steep and the crown
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flat, and there was a bushy crest, which was
rather square-ended with a peak at the top. This
was compressed into a thick mane during active
feeding.

Upperparts
The back and upperside of the tail were dark
greyish. There were some narrow white stripes
on the tertials, but these were obscured more
often than not.

Underparts
The neck, breast and flanks were all uniform
brownish-grey, being much lighter than the
upperparts, with a slightly paler area of demarcation between the neck and the breast. The belly
was white and the undertail-coverts were whitish
and marked with some large, greyish spots.

Bare parts
The bill was a typically thin sawbill shape with
some orange-yellow at the base of both
mandibles, which was slightly more extensive
on the lower mandible. On the one occasion
that I saw the bird out of the water, its greyish
legs were clearly unringed. During my initial
observations, I noted the eye as brownish but
on some later days an orange or yellowish tinge
was detectable.

Age and sex
At the time, there was much speculation on the
age and sex of the merganser, with a general
consensus that it was a first-winter owing to the
overall darkness of the plumage and the relatively small size of the crest. Several observers
were, however, of the opinion that it could have
been an adult female. In November 2000,
Andrew Stevenson, one of the original
observers, visited New Jersey, USA, where he
was able to study a total of 37 Hooded Mergansers, most of which were in female-type
plumage. Particular attention was paid to the
size and shape of the crest but this proved
inconclusive for separating first-winter females
from adult females. Three first-winter males
were seen and these showed paler, yellowish
eyes and some signs of adult plumage (Andrew
Stevenson in litt.).
The discovery of the Northumberland bird
in March 2002 provoked similar discussions,
and Keith Vinicombe subsequently studied
birds held in captivity at the Wildfowl and
Wetlands Trust at Slimbridge, Gloucestershire.
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These revealed that, in adult females, the breast
and ‘face’, together with the upperparts, are
blackish with prominent white tertial lines and
a thick white greater-covert bar. Juvenile and
first-winter females were characterised by faint
tertial lines, although one bird, probably already
moulted into first-winter plumage, had a greyer
breast and flanks with better-defined tertial
lines. These young females had dark eyes.
Juvenile males showed a similar brown plumage
with faint tertial lines, but had a noticeably pale
(orange) iris. Compared with adult females,
juveniles had much less white on the wing,
especially the greater-covert bar, which was
short, broken and restricted to just three
feathers. Bill coloration of juvenile males was
found to be quite variable: the bill was entirely
black on one individual but showed a pale base
on two others. This illustrated the variable
timing of the acquisition of black on the bill of
the male, and the more adult-like first-winter
plumage. One juvenile or first-winter female
had a particularly long crest, so this feature
would appear to be of doubtful value in determining age (Keith Vinicombe in litt.). These
findings led to a well-argued case for looking
again at Hooded Merganser as a natural vagrant
and, in particular, explained these previously
unknown aspects of ageing (Vinicombe 2002).

Weather conditions and associated arrivals
October 2000 was notable for a persistent westerly airstream. If the Hooded Merganser was
newly arrived, the weather situation immediately preceding its discovery was ideal for rapid
transatlantic vagrancy. The trajectory of the air
mass over the Outer Hebrides on 23rd October
shows a rapid movement across the Atlantic
from Newfoundland during the preceding 48
hours. A deep depression over eastern Canada
on 19th October moved ENE to become
centred near the Faeroe Islands on 23rd. To its
south lay a powerful cold west to WNW
airstream along a latitude of 50°N. As this
depression approached Ireland on 22nd, a bird
entrained in this airflow would have entered
strong southwesterly winds to the southeast of
the depression and would have been swept
northeast towards western Scotland. It should
be borne in mind, however, that the merganser
could easily have landed on the sea, and that its
arrival and discovery may not have been related
to the passage of this depression.
In the weeks preceding 23rd October 2000, a
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series of Atlantic weather systems had brought a
good selection of American birds to the Outer
Hebrides. These included American Wigeon A.
americana, American Golden Plover Pluvialis
dominica, three White-rumped Sandpipers
Calidris fuscicollis, Baird’s Sandpiper C. bairdii, at
least two Buff-breasted Sandpipers Tryngites subruficollis and a Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus.

The escape scenario
With so many ducks and geese being kept in
open collections, it is inevitable that some will
escape. Many are readily recognised as likely
escapes by the timing of their appearance,
damage to their plumage, presence of plastic
colour rings on the legs, or wing tags. But not
all wildfowl carry such clues to their past and,
even for those that do, it can often be extremely
difficult to establish them. Consequently, many
wildfowl records come under suspicion of being
escapes from captivity. In Britain, most reports
of Hooded Mergansers have occurred since the
species became common in captivity, after the
1970s. This escape scenario is considered much
more likely to apply to Hooded Merganser than
(for example) to Redhead Aythya americana or
Lesser Scaup A. affinis, species that are more
numerous in North America and much rarer in
captivity in Britain and Europe.
Although it is not within the remit of this
article to go into the difficulties that face
records committees when attempting to distinguish between vagrant and escaped waterfowl, it
may be of interest to highlight some of the circumstances surrounding the acceptance of
these three Hooded Mergansers. The arrival of
the North Uist bird coincided with an influx of
Nearctic ducks into Britain; the appearance of
the Northumberland bird coincided with the
discovery of three Hooded Mergansers during
the same season which have been accepted as
being wild vagrants (two on the Azores and one
in the Canary Islands); while the timing of the
Unst bird fitted well with the theory of spring
migrants overshooting from the eastern
seaboard of North America (Vinicombe & Cottridge 1996). Interestingly, the Unst Hooded
Merganser follows two spring records of
Nearctic ducks in the Outer Hebrides, both
concerning birds flying north past Balranald,
North Uist, and later appearing on the east side
of Lewis: three Surf Scoters Melanitta perspicillata in May 2000 and a Bufflehead Bucephala
albeola in May 2004.
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Status in North America
Hooded Merganser has two breeding populations in the forested regions of northern North
America. Western birds breed from southern
Alaska through western Canada to Montana
and Oregon. A more extensive eastern population is found from southern Canada and
northern USA south to the Great Plains and
along the Mississippi valley. In winter, Hooded
Mergansers occur along the Pacific coast from
southeastern Alaska to northern Baja California, Mexico, and along the Atlantic coast
from Nova Scotia, Canada, and southern New
England to Florida and west along the Gulf of
Mexico into northern Mexico.
Although precise trends on population
status are difficult to determine for this secretive species, it is thought that at the present
time numbers are stable or increasing slightly.
Modern forest conservation programmes,
including the creation of freshwater marshes
and the widespread placement of artificial
nesting boxes, have certainly benefited Hooded
Mergansers. On the other side of the coin, it is
estimated that approximately 80,000 are killed
by hunters each year. The North American population is thought to be in the region of 350,000
individuals, making it one of the least
numerous ducks on the continent. This compares with population estimates of several
million Lesser Scaups and a million or more
Redheads.
In Nova Scotia, the closest regular breeding
area to Europe, the status of Hooded Merganser
has changed significantly in recent years.
Nesting was first recorded here during the
1960s and today, although not common enough
to be properly monitored by breeding bird
surveys, scattered pairs nest widely throughout
the province near woodland ponds and river
slacks. In winter, small flocks form on unfrozen
fresh waters, small bays and harbours (Ian
McLaren in litt.). Numbers on Christmas Bird
Counts have increased sharply here since the
late 1990s.

Historical background
For many years, the first-winter male in the
Menai Straits during the winter of 1830/31 was
widely accepted as being the first British record
of this North American duck. In The Handbook
(Witherby et al. 1940), this record was accepted
as being wild without question, together with
three from Ireland, but caution was expressed
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regarding claims from Norfolk (1837–38),
Gloucestershire (1909), Meirionnydd (1864)
and another from the Menai Straits (1911).
Prior to 2000, Hooded Merganser was restricted
to Category B of the British List, having
occurred prior to 1950, but it appeared briefly
in Category A on the basis of a record from
Buckinghamshire. It reverted to Category B
when the Buckinghamshire bird was deemed to
be an escape, before being removed from the
British List in 2001 and placed in Category E by
virtue of these records and other known
escapes.

Occurrences within the Western Palearctic
This brief summary presents occurrences of
Hooded Merganser in Britain, Ireland, Iceland,
Norway and the Atlantic islands, all these being
locations that appear to be best suited to receive
genuine vagrant Hooded Mergansers. However,
many of those recorded in Britain & Ireland are
undoubtedly escapes from captivity. Apart from
some old British and Irish records, all other
Western Palearctic records have occurred since
the species became common in captivity, from
the 1970s.

Britain
Witherby et al. (1940) accepted three records
(four individuals) of Hooded Merganser for
Britain & Ireland (a privilege which the editors
of British Birds then enjoyed, there being no
official rarities committee in the early part of
the twentieth century). These are as follows:
Anglesey: first-winter male, Menai Straits,
winter 1830/31
Co. Cork: pair, Cobh Harbour, December 1878
Co. Kerry: female, Shannon Estuary, January
1881
Additional reports from Norfolk (1837/38),
Meirionnydd (1864), Gloucestershire (1909),
and another from the Menai Straits (1911) were
treated by Witherby with caution and not
accepted, presumably since the possibility of
escape or fraud was considered to be high. Subsequently, a female at Willen Lake, Buckinghamshire, on 28th–29th December 1983 was
accepted by BBRC (Brit. Birds 81: 550–551),
with the caveat that ‘the origins of this one must
remain suspect, but perhaps no more or less so
than many other wildfowl noted in this report.’
This is now suspected of being an escape and
has been removed from the list of accepted
records (Brit. Birds 86: 465).
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In Britain, there were ten occurrences,
involving 11 birds, between 1829 and 1911, but
no further reports until 1971. Since the early
1970s, there has been a dramatic rise in the
number of Hooded Mergansers recorded in
Britain (table 1), with 36 known occurrences
involving 38 birds. Apart from the three birds

now included in Category A, and two records in
2008, which have yet to be reviewed, the circumstances surrounding the remainder suggest
that they may have escaped from captivity,
some having been ringed birds and others
exceptionally tame.

Ireland
Table 1. Reports of Hooded Mergansers Lophodytes cucullatus
in Britain, 1829–2009.
Date
Location
Winter 1829
Norfolk
1830/31
Anglesey
1838
Glamorgan
1845
Bristol
Winter 1854
Dorset
1864 (two birds)
Meirionnydd
July 1884
Shetland
January 1891
Sussex
March 1909
Gloucestershire
March 1911
Caernarfonshire
12th November to at least 15th December 1971
Surrey
28th–29th December 1983
Buckinghamshire
19th September to 23rd December 1989
Yorkshire
2nd–15th June 1990
Norfolk
At least 3rd–4th January 1992
Hampshire
18th May 1992
Gwent
13th June to 18th July 1993
Durham
5th July 1993
Wiltshire
16th October 1993 to at least September 1997
Bedfordshire
June–July 1994
Yorkshire
30th June to 13th August 1994
Northumberland
May 1996
Lincolnshire
13th November 1996 to at least 27th January 1997
Sussex
16th November 1996 to 18th December 1997 Nottinghamshire
21st December 1996
Somerset
25th January to 10th April 1997
Norfolk
April 1998 to at least 13th March 1999
Cumbria
20th–25th June 2000
Norfolk
23rd October to 1st November 2000
Outer Hebrides
28th October 2000 to at least January 2004
Anglesey
22nd September 2001
Yorkshire
2nd–4th November 2001
Greater Manchester
7th February 2002 (pair)
Essex
7th–25th March 2002
Northumberland
2nd April 2002
Nottinghamshire
26th–30th June 2002
Norfolk
At least 22nd July 2002
Borders
At least 4th August 2002
Essex
At least 1st May to 25th June 2004
Warwickshire
4th–10th September 2005
Kent
At least 12th February to 15th March 2006
Warwickshire
15th April to 2nd May 2006
Shetland
At least 4th–6th January 2008
Dorset
29th February until at least 5th March 2008 (pair) Derbyshire
From 5th June 2008 into 2009
Dorset
At least 26th October to 4th November 2008
Fife
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There are three accepted records,
involving four birds, from Ireland.
Nineteenth-century records are of a
male and female in Cobh Harbour, Co.
Cork, in December 1878, and a female
shot on the Shannon estuary, Co. Kerry,
in January 1881 (both accepted by
Witherby et al. 1940). A female/immature at Acton Lake, Co. Armagh, on
21st December 1957 is also accepted as
being a wild bird. Other nineteenthcentury reports from Ireland are not
acceptable because specimens could
not be traced and ‘the authenticity
must remain in doubt’ (Kennedy et al.
1954).
More recently, a female/immature
was found on 21st November 1996 in
Co. Kerry, where it remained until 28th
January 1997. Being in the extreme
west of Ireland, it was thought to be a
good candidate for transatlantic
vagrancy, but it turned out to be
wearing a green colour ring. Inquiries
made at the time showed that there was
no ringing scheme in North America
using such rings (D. McAdams in litt.).
A long-staying bird in Co. Wicklow,
which arrived in July 2001 and
remained until December, was also
found to be ringed. Both birds are presumed to be escapes from captivity –
even the most promising records need
to be treated with caution. Perhaps
because of the possibility of it being
considered an escape, details of a bird
in Co. Donegal on 1st–2nd September
2002 have not been submitted for
assessment (D. McAdams in litt.).

Iceland
Seven records have been accepted up
until the end of 2005, with singles in
February, April and November, and
four in the period spanning late May
and early June (http://www3.hi.is/
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least 13th January 2008 and
Schiermonnikoog, from
24th November 2008 to at
least 24th January 2009)
and Portugal (the estuary of
the Rio Cávado in January
2009) occurred on dates
which are compatible with
natural vagrancy. Decisions
on these particular records
have not yet been published
by the respective national
records committees, while
87. First-winter Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus, Newbiggin,
the first Dutch bird above
Northumberland, March 2002 – now accepted as the second British record.
perfectly illustrates the diffi~yannk/status_lopcuc.html). A further two
culties faced in determining natural vagrancy;
records, involving single males from 2007 and
in addition to this bird there were 12 others
2008, are under review. A captive-ringed bird
(mostly seen to be ringed) scattered across the
occurred on the Westmann Islands, Iceland, in
country during the same winter and a pair bred
June 1988, which apparently did not originate
in the wild for the first time in the following
from Iceland.
summer and raised five young. Many other
records from Europe may never be submitted or
Norway
assessed, making it difficult to establish whether
Until 1996 there were three records in Norway
any patterns are emerging in the timing of
but it has not been established that any of these
European occurrences.
were of wild origin. The species remained in
Acknowledgments
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Elsewhere
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some may be genuine vagrants. For example,
single female or first-winter birds in the Netherlands (Flevoland, 27th November 2007 to at
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Bob McGowan, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘There are sound reasons
for the Hooded Merganser’s particularly troubled route through various categories of the British List.
Of scarcely a dozen occurrences in Britain between 1829 and 1911, only the Menai Straits (1830/31)
record was, until recently, considered acceptable. A lack of occurrences between 1911 and 1970 was
followed by a striking post-1970 increase (38 birds to date), although this was considered a manifestation of the number of escapes from wildfowl collections. With only a few accepted European records
to 2000, it was impossible to determine any vagrancy pattern for this North American species.
‘In a recent review, the Menai Straits bird was considered insufficiently documented, was deleted
from Category B, and restricted to Category E (BOU 2001). The North Uist bird did receive considerable support when it was considered by BOURC in 2001, though the very large numbers in captivity
and the large number of previous and contemporary records of escapes led to justifiable caution in
admitting it to the List. With this reasonable doubt over its natural occurrence, the North Uist bird was
placed in Category D.
‘When two new records became available for assessment (from Northumberland and Shetland),
not only had there been a change in the British context but there had also been a transformation from
the standpoint of recent transatlantic records, with occurrences in the Canaries, the Azores and
Iceland. In addition there was evidence of an increase in the Hooded Merganser population in the
USA. All three birds were included in the review of categorisation, and the species’ tendency towards
increasing vagrancy and its better fortune in North America were the main factors in the unanimous
admission of Hooded Merganser to Category A.’
Adam Rowlands, Chairman of BBRC commented: ‘The one thing that never troubled BBRC during
the assessment of this record was any doubt over the identification. Hooded Merganser is an easy
species to identify and the decent description and supporting photographic evidence made acceptance
straightforward. Ageing proved more difficult. Whilst Keith Vinicombe’s efforts to improve our knowledge of ageing criteria were much appreciated, the Committee felt that the criteria could not be
applied with confidence to the images of the bird that were available. So it was accepted as a firstwinter or female. The effort of the finder to document this record also illustrates the value of submitting claims of potential vagrants to the Committee. In the absence of documentary evidence, the
opportunity to review identification and vagrancy potential is lost. When species are consigned to Category D, there often appears to be a reluctance to submit records, but this case demonstrates the value
of such records and BBRC continues to request that all occurrences of Category D species that are considered to relate to potential vagrants are forwarded to the Secretary for assessment. In all cases where
the identification is proven, the records will be forwarded to BOURC to enable an assessment of
provenance.
‘Now that Hooded Merganser has once again broken the credibility barrier, BBRC will be faced
with attempting to distinguish between vagrants and escapes. In many cases this will be no easy task
and BBRC requests that
observers make every effort to
accurately age birds and establish that no signs of a captive
origin are present. This should
include determining if the
bird has rings of any kind and
establishing that it is fully
winged, both of which can be
challenging in field conditions. Individual records will
be dealt with on a case-by-case
basis, but we would be grateful
if observers and County
Recorders could provide as
much evidence as is possible
to assist the Committee with
88. Male Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus, Haroldswick, Unst,
its future deliberations.’
Shetland,April 2006 – now accepted as the third British record.
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