
Redhead in Nottinghamshire: 
new to Britain and Ireland 
M. C. Dermis 
ABSTRACT A male Redhead Aythya americana with Common 
Pochards A. ferina at Bleasby, Nottinghamshire, during 8th-
27th March 1997 was the first record of this North American 
duck in Britain & Ireland. 
A chance conversation with Simon Roberts on Friday 8th March 1997 resulted 
in my searching a former gravel-pit at Bleasby, Nottinghamshire, for 
(reported) Bearded Tits Panurus biarmicus. 

I arrived at around 15.45 GMT and set off to seek the area most likely to hold 
Bearded Tits, walking the 40-ha complex anti-clockwise. As the footpath skirted 
the first small (3-4 ha) pool on the circuit, Common Pochards Aythya ferina 
began to emerge from their feeding area under the overhanging vegetation. As 
they swam away, I casually raised my binoculars and immediately saw a larger, 
slightly darker but otherwise Common Pochard-like bird which I identified as a 
drake Redhead A. americana. I am very familiar with Common Pochard, as my 
job as Senior Warden at Colwick Country Park brings me into contact with the 
species throughout the winter, so I knew that the darker individual was 
something different; I have seen public collections which held both Canvasback 
A. valisineria and Redhead, so I knew which features to look for. 

I quickly returned to the car with mixed emotions: completely sure of my 
identification, but obviously dubious of the bird's origins. I settled down to take 
notes and was able to view the bird through 10X42 binoculars at a range of 
about 100 m. I then compiled as thorough a description as I could, using 
Common Pochard for direct comparison. After ten minutes or so, I telephoned 
other local observers, but was able to contact only two: John Hopper, the 
County Recorder, and Bernie Ellis, who arrived after what seemed to me an 
interminable wait. We then all enjoyed good views as the Redhead fed, preened 
and courted a female Common Pochard within the small flock. During this 
period of observation, both legs were noted to be without rings, and full perfect 
wings were seen; further notes were then taken. 
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Description (from notes taken on 8th & 9th March) 
Obviously bigger and sitting higher in the water than Common Pochard. All 
subsequent comments relate to a direct comparison with Common Pochard. 

Same basic plumage and coloration. Bill longish, with fine black line at base 
(not easy to see). Lower mandible straight, blackish underside. Upper 
mandible decurved to half way, but not so much as on Common Pochard, 
more proportioned. A white band on bill was cut square and not angled, less 
clear-cut towards the 'face' and grading into the general blue/grey colour of 
the bill; black 'dipped in ink' tip and nail; slight hook at tip. Nostrils large, 
blackish inside. Leg colour not properly noted; no rings on legs. Eye colour 
yellow/orange, but more yellowy; pupil black. 

Head shape recalled that of Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina, especially in 
silhouette, having steep forehead and full-looking back of head, quite different 
from that of Common Pochard. Breast black, fuller than that of Common 
Pochard, and seemingly ending squarer on sides, not curved as on Common 
Pochard. Belly whitish. Tail greyish. Rump and undertail blackish, which 
seemed to be slightly more extensive than on Common Pochard, also slightly 
different shape. Mantle vermiculated darker grey. Flanks warmer than the 
steely cold grey of Common Pochard. Wing colour and pattern not clearly 
seen, but had a full, perfect set of wings. 

Behaviour identical to that of Common Pochard. When the birds first 
moved out from the bank, it swam away in typical Common Pochard manner: 
unhurried, but purposeful. It fed with them in a similar manner, making short 
dives and coming up with a bill full of weed. Call 'weeooo', similar to that of 
Eurasian Wigeon Anas penebpe, but less whistly. 

Unfortunately, the initial site was private and the local Parish Council 
Chairperson flatly refused en-bloc access, agreeing only to 'local' viewing. Next 
morning, about 20 'locals' were on site at dawn. Fortunately, the bird was 
flushed by a dog-walker and flew to the nearby Gibsmere pool, which allowed 
public viewing. News was broadcast via our own Nottinghamshire Birdnews 
service and the national lines, and Bleasby braced itself for the invasion. 

I was away for the weekend, but I understand that local parking evolved, 
and Bleasby traders had an excellent day. I was also away when the bird 
slipped away with the wintering Common Pochards, right on cue, being last 
seen on 27th March. During its 20-day stay, it provided numerous photo 
opportunities (Brit. Birds 90: plate 164; 91: plates 37-40). 

The debate which ensued naturally centred on the bird's origins. All I can 
say is that ducks are amongst the most mobile of species and, if the species 
migrates any distance, it is a possible addition to any list. 
M. C. Dennis, 4 Douglas Crescent, Carlton, Nottingham NG4 IAN 

EDITORIAL COMMENT Dr Colin Bradshaw, Chairman of the BBRC, has 
commented: 'The identification of this bird was not a problem and was 
accepted on first circulation. This was not particularly surprising, as male 
Redhead is an obvious species, we had an excellent description and 
photographs, and it was seen by many observers including several members 
of the Committee. 



A V 37-40. Male Redhead Aythya americana, Nottinghamshire, March 1996 (above, M. 
McDonnell; below, Iain H. Leach) 
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'Male Redheads are similar to Common Pochards, but are slightly larger, 
with a very steep forehead and more rounded crown reminiscent of a Red-
crested Pochard. They have an all-blue bill with a thick black tip, and yellow 
eyes, and are noticeably darker on the back than Common Pochards, which 
have a black tip and base to the bill with a broad blue-grey band between and 
red or red-orange eyes. Females are rather more difficult to identify and could 
possibly be mistaken for female Ring-necked Ducks A. collaris. Compared with 
Common Pochards, they are slightly larger, have a characteristic rounded head 
shape, are usually darker and more uniform, and have less-extensive but more 
obviously contrasting pale areas on the side of the head. The facial pattern is 
quite distinct and reminiscent of female Ring-necked Duck, with a very dark 
crown, a pale eye-ring extending backwards a short way as an eye-stripe, and 
a large pale area at the base of the bill separated from the eye-ring by a dark 
vertical bar joining the cap to a dark patch below the eye. The rest of the cheeks 
are paler than the cap, but darker than the pale areas. Female Redhead is, 
however, distinctly larger and lacks the characteristic peak at the back of the 
head so characteristic of Ring-necked Duck. In addition, its bill is usually either 
all-black or blue with a black tip (sometimes with a slightly paler area just 
proximal to the black) and it does not show the white subterminal band 
separating the black tip from the blue base of the bill as on Ring-necked Duck. 

'Male hybrid Common Pochard X Tufted Duck can closely resemble 
Redhead, as discussed by Vinicombe (in Harris et al. 1989) and Kemp 
(1991). Hybrids often have orange eyes, a different head-shape from Pochard 
and darker upperparts. The lower flanks, however, are paler and can show a 
distinct demarcation line in a similar pattern to that of Tufted Duck, and there 
is also a whitish wing-bar. In addition, hybrids usually have a darker-based bill 
with black tip and an irregular pale subterminal band, lacking the clarity and 
contrast of the pure blue-grey bill, white subterminal band and "ink-dipped" 
tip of male Redhead. 

'There is now a well-established pattern of Nearctic duck records in late 
winter/early spring and this record fits in well with that. The bird was also found 
in the middle of a spell when numerous other Nearctic birds were reported, with 
American Coot Fulica americana, Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum, several 
Lesser Scaups A. affirm and over 20 Common Teals Anas crecca of the "green-
winged" race carolinensu. The predilection of rare North American ducks for 
turning up in the middle of England is fascinating, but there can be little doubt 
that at least some and perhaps all of them are genuinely wild birds. 

'It is also interesting to speculate on why it is that the first few individuals 
of any Nearctic duck species occurring here are males. This pattern has 
certainly established itself for Ring-necked Duck and Lesser Scaup, and both 
Redhead and Canvasback may well be following suit. Similar patterns have 
been observed in the Atlantic states of the USA (Paul Lehman in litt.) and 
Newfoundland (Bruce Mactavish in litt.). Is it just that males are more easy 
to identify, or are they more frequent in the early stages of vagrancy? There 
is some suggestion (Keith Vinicombe verbally) that "trail-blazing" male ducks 
predate expansion of range so that the first few individuals of any new species 
are likely to be males. As the species becomes more set in its new vagrancy 
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pattern, females begin to occur. The other possibility is that people do not start 
looking for females until a few males have occurred and allow the species to 
"break through the credibility barrier". If the former is the case, it is likely that 
the records of Nearctic Aythya ducks in the last 20 years reflect a genuine 
change of status rather than their having been overlooked previously.' 

Professor David T. Parkin, Chairman of the BOURC, has commented: 
'Once the possibility of a hybrid had been eliminated, there was no dispute 
over the identification of this bird, and (as so often has been the case recently) 
the major question was the bird's origin: a wild vagrant or an escape from 
captivity? My own first rare duck was a male Red-crested Pochard on the 
River Wear when I was an undergraduate at Durham University, back in the 
1960s. It took bread from my hand, and I have been sceptical about wildfowl 
ever since. 

'There are huge numbers of wildfowl in captivity in western Europe, and 
Redheads are rather cheap, suggesting a combination of easy availability with 
lack of desirability. The British captive populations are difficult to survey: 
many keepers are very reluctant to report the numbers in their collections. The 
captive-breeding register for 1991-94 showed, however, that Redhead (72) is 
about as common as Lesser Scaup (94), but much less abundant than 
Canvasback (158). The totals given in parentheses are of value only as 
comparable figures, since so few collections are included. A relatively recent 
survey from the Netherlands (van der Laar et al. 1994) reported on the 
number of birds held by members of the avicultural organisation 'Aviornis'. 
About one-third of their members responded to a survey in 1991, and (among 
many others) possessed 2,379 Hooded Mergansers Lophodytes cucullatus, 
1,553 Baikal Teals Anasformosa, and 615 White-headed Oxyura kucocephah, 
1,697 Marbled Marmaronetta angustirostris and 2,126 Ferruginous Ducks 
Aythya nyroca. Unfortunately, Redhead and Canvasback were not included in 
the survey. Since 1995, Dutch law requires that most species of captive 
wildfowl should be ringed, and many are pinioned. This is not, however, the 
case elsewhere in Europe, where captive wildfowl are fully winged and 
unringed, and known to escape. So, there is a problem with vagrant wildfowl, 
and every record has to be looked at carefully. 

'Recent reports and records show that the occurrence patterns of North 
American ducks are complicated. Some cross the Atlantic in autumn in 
fast-moving depressions, and arrive in Britain like waders and passerines. 
They are predominandy (but by no means exclusively) in west-facing areas 
such as southwest England and Ireland. A second group includes birds that 
arrive in Britain during the winter, perhaps as refugees from hard weather. 
Their patterns of occurrence are similar to those of the autumn arrivals. 

'The Redhead, however, arrived in spring, and a clear pattern at this season 
is now beginning to emerge. This does not involve just ducks: American Coot 
and Pied-billed Grebes Podilymbus podkeps have both been recorded at this 
time of year; these are almost unknown in collections, and are surely genuine 
wild birds. Keith Vinicombe pointed out {in litt.) that, in January 1997, the 
American Steve Fossett attempted to circumnavigate the globe in a hot-air 
balloon. He left St Louis in Missouri and crossed the Atlantic in two days, 
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arriving in southern Iberia/Morocco. Admittedly, Fossett used the jet-streams 
to aid his passage, but if he could cross so fast with no power, how long would 
it take a duck? Many of the species that are found in Britain in spring typically 
spend the winter along the Atlantic seaboard from Maryland and the Carolinas 
south to Georgia and even Florida—which is at a similar latitude to Morocco. 

,Any bird that flies out to sea in an easterly direction from this area to avoid 
the cold will arrive in northwest Africa or Iberia. Six Ring-necked Ducks were 
reported from Tenerife in 1996/97; the previous year, there were three 
Ring-necked Ducks and two Lesser Scaups—together! Snowy Egret Egretta 
Aula, Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias and Tricolored Heron Hydranassa 
tricolor, Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus, Ring-billed Gull Lams 
delawarensis and Bonaparte's Gull L. Philadelphia have aE been recorded from 
this area in recent winters, and there is a ringing recovery of an American 
Ring-necked Duck from Spain. 

'Clearly, there is a pattern for American ducks to arrive in northwest Africa 
and Iberia in mid-winter. In spring, some of these birds may return across the 
Atlantic, but others will respond to the increasing photoperiod by beginning 
to migrate northwards. Some will join up with similar species, such as 
Common Pochards and Tufted Ducks Aythya fuligula—species that move 
through Britain towards breeding areas in Scandinavia and west Russia, 
favouring the eastern side of the country. It is not unreasonable that known 
spring migration routes, such as the Severn and Trent Valleys, and major 
staging lakes, such as Abberton and Chew Valley Reservoirs, should provide 
spring records of these vagrant species. 

'Good rainfall in the prairies and a decade of duck conservation in North 
America resulted in record populations of Redhead (and Canvasback) in 
1995. BOURC members commented that it is surely not entirely coincidental 
that, within a year of these extreme numbers, both species had been reported 
in Britain. 

'In summary, the bird was unringed and its behaviour was compatible with 
that of a wild bird. It is not especially common in captivity in western Europe. 
It occurred at a time of record population levels in North America. Its date 
and location are consistent with mid-winter vagrancy at lower latitudes 
followed by northward migration alongside a common European species. The 
record was accepted after a single circulation, and Redhead was admitted to 
Category A of the British List (Ibis, in press).' 

Since this occurrence, a record of another (or possibly the same) adult male, 
at Rutland Water, Leicestershire, during 4th-24th February 1997, has been 
accepted by the BBRC {Brit. Birds 91: 76). 
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