A Whooper Swan (Cygnus cygnus) at Yellowstone
National Park, Wyoming, with comments on

North American reports of the species

Abstract

This article treats the occurrence of
Wyomings first Whooper Swan (Cygnus
cygnus), provides an overview of the species’
distribution in North America, and consid-
ers the problems posed for the omithologi-
cal record by waterfowl that have escaped
from collections, specifically Whooper
Swans.

Introduction
Waterfowl (order Anseriformes) are some of
the most studied and observed groups of
birds in North America, with countless pub-
lications available on the subjects of water-
fowl identification and ecology. ~ Although
likely of Southern Hemisphere origin
(Livezey 1996), waterfowl are now most
diverse and especially abundant in the
MNorthern Hemisphere, where many species
are highly migratory. Aviculturalists and/or
private propagators, zoological parks, and
other venues with collections of regional and
exotic waterfowl are widespread in these
same zoogeographic regions. Escapees and
presumed escapees from such collections
pose regular difficulties for bird records com-
mittees around the world, which
often cannot determine the prove-
nance of individual birds with cer-
tainty and thus have sometimes
taken to tabling, discarding, or
rejecting outright most or all records
of potentially vagrant waterfowl
species. The treatment of Whooper
Swan (Cygnus cygnus) in North
America by avian records commit-
tees has been uneven, with western
authorities  recently  including
reported birds on official avifaunal
lists but most central and eastern
North American committees not
including or, most often, not review-
ing such reports. The recent record
of a Whooper Swan at Yellowstone
in Wyoming, in mid-continent,
prompted synoptic consideration of
past reports of this species on a con-
tinental scale and an evaluation of its
status in North America.

The Yellowstone

Whooper Swan, 2003-2004
Weekly winter surveys of Trumpeter
Swans (C. buccinator) have been

conducted in Yellowstone National Park,
Wyoming since 1986. On 26 November
2003, a day with sunny skies and tempera-
tures in the twenties Fahrenheit, I was con-
ducting one of these surveys in “the Mar-
rows” area of Hayden Valley and located a
swan (Figures 1—4) with the following char-
acteristics, observed at 1100 MST with an
8 x 42 binocular at a distance of 70 m:

A large swan, the size of a Trumpeter
Swan [of which 503 were present]; all
white in plumage but with faint gray
tinges on the neck; black legs and feet;

a black bill with a bright lemon-yellow
rhamphothecal material extending
from the eye and the basal portions of
the upper mandible to the nares, form-
ing a lemon-yellow triangular patch on
the bill. At the interface of the bill and
the forehead was a thin black border.
The lower mandible appeared black at
a distance but on closer examination
showed a triangular lemon-yellow
patch, largest at the base of the bill and
tapering off to a point approximately
one-third down the length of the
underside of the lower mandible. The

Figure 1. Whooper Swan at Yellowstone Hational Park, along the Yellowstone River
in Hayden Valley, 19 December 2003. Photograph by Terry McEneaney.
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bird occasionally delivered a whoo-oup
call, in contrast to the familiar ko-hoh
bugling of the Trumpeter Swans. Both
legs were seen clearly when the bird
walked onto the ice, and both were
seen to be without band; the halux was
present on both legs. Tips of retrices
and remiges were unworn, and the bird
was unpinioned. Behavior as wary as
accompanying Trumpeter Swans.

Having logged more than 200,000 Trum-
peter Swan sightings in 20 years with Yel-
lowstone National Park and at Red Rock
Lakes National Wildlife Refuge in Montana,
I was quickly able to rule out an aberrant
Trumpeter Swan and to rule in Whooper
Swan, a species familiar from an Alaskan trip
in 2000 (McEneaney 2004, in press). |
alerted local and regional birders,
and over the course of the winter,
some 700 observers were able to
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the Yellowstone River in Hayden
Valley to the Firehole River near
Biscuit Basin, eventually return-
ing to Hayden Valley before it
departed some time after 1 March
2004, when last observed.

Distribution in Eurasia

and North America

The current nesting range of
Whooper Swan stretches from the
tundra-like habitat of Iceland, to
northernmost Scotland, through
the boreal forest/taiga zone of
Scandinavia, and across northern
Russia through northeastern
Siberia, including the Kamchatka
Peninsula and the Gulf of Anadyr.
The southernmost limits of the
nesting range extend to Mongolia
and Kazakhstan. Wintering
grounds lie in Iceland and in
western and central Europe south
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WHOOPER SWAN'

as far as the Baltic Sea and eastward through
the Black, Caspian, and Aral Seas to coastal
China and Japan (Brazil 2003).

Although the Whooper Swan has been
characterized as an ecological counterpart or
“replacement” of the Trumpeter Swan and
the two species have at times been consid-
ered conspecific or to form a superspecies,
evidence suggests that the Whooper Swan is
a larger derivitive of the same stock that gave
rise to the Tundra Swan (C. columbianus),
including the Eurasian form known as
Bewick’s Swan (C. c¢. bewichii), which also
shows a large area of yellow at the base of the
bill (Parkes 1958, Livezey 1996). Whooper
Swans differ from their similarly shaped
counterpart in lacking an enlarged bony case
on the sternum and are somewhat intermedi-
ate towards Tundra Swan in this regard. Also,
the breeding range of Whooper Swan is more
northerly than Trumpeter, and Whooper
Swans undertake long-distance migrations
that differ markedly [rom the restricted range
of Trumpeter Swan, at least in modern times,
and from the sedentary nature (in some con-
texts, as at Yellowstone) of Trumpeters
(Brazil 2003). Although easily recognizable
in the field as adults or subadulis, Whooper
and Trumpeter Swans are more difficult to
distinguish as cygnets.

Whooper Swan formerly bred in eastern-
most North America in Greenland, where
Bent (1962) notes that it “is said to have
been exterminated [...] by the natives, who

Figure 2. Whooper Swan at Yellowstone National Park, on Firehole River north of 0ld
Faithful geyser, 14 January 2004. The pattem/shape of yellow on Whooper Swans'
bills appear to differ regionally. Study of the predse pattems could yield clues as to

the provenance of individual swans (Brazil 2003). Photograph by Jay Lehman.

pursued and killed young birds and the
adults, when molting and unable to {ly” and
cites Hagerup (1891, The Birds of Greenland)
that the species “formerly nested in South
Greenland, but is now only a rare visitor,”
also noted by Salomonsen (1950). At pres-
ent, the species is only a vagrant to Green-
land according to Boertmann (1994), who
lists 10 records (all May through September)
from Southeast Greenland, nine records
(June through September) from Northeast
Greenland, and lists the species as occurring
“probably annually” between February and
October in West Greenland, where it is seen
most often between Qaqortoq and Sisimiut,

In mainland eastern North America,
records of Whooper Swan accrue chiefly
from the northeastern quadrant of the conti-
nent, as is almost invariably the case with
other large Palearctic waterfowl that breed
westward to Greenland and/or Iceland, such
as Pink-looted Goose (Anser brachy-
rhynchus), Greenland Greater White-fronted
Goose (A. albifrons flavirostris), and Barnacle
Goose (Branta leucopsis) (A.O.U. 1998).
Nevertheless, because aviculturalists and
others hold Whooper Swans in collections,
most records of the species have been treated
as probable or possible escapees and do not
appear on state or provincial avifaunal lists
(Table 1). A record of a Whooper Swan at
Mud Lake, Alexander, Washington Couniy,
Maine on 10 September 1903 (Palmer 1949;
photograph in Knight 1908, but data incor-
rect there) has sometimes
been cited as referring to a
bird of wild provenance, but
waterfowl collections were
already a part of American lile
in the early twentieth century.
Nevertheless, there were no
outward indications of captiv-
ity on the specimen (Palmer
1949). The relatively small
wing measurements suggested
to Palmer (1949) that it might
have come from the lcelandic
population, which although
reportedly small birds are
apparently no more so than
individuals elsewhere (Palmer
1976). A search of the litera-
ture and correspondence with
state and provincial bird
records committees has pro-
duced no eastern North Amer-
ican records accepted by such
committees.  Nonetheless,
dozens of Whooper Swans
have been detected in the East
and Midwest, and some of
these birds have been of unde-
termined or indeterminate
provenance, whereas others
have been traced to waterfowl
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collections. Most of the northeastern Cana-
dian and U.S. records after 1992 have been
assumed to be connected with the intro-
duced breeding population of Whooper
Swans in Massachusetts, present 1993-
2002, or with several individual Whoopers
known to have been released or to have
escaped (see section on feral breeders
below).

In Alaska, Whooper Swan has been doc-
umented both photographically and by spec-
imen, of which there are at least seven (Gib-
son and Kessel 1997). The first Whooper in
Alaska was reported in the Pribilof Islands at
St. Paul, up to three birds in November and
December 1941 (Wilke 1944), and subse-
quent early records come from the western
and central Aleutian Islands on Atka
(Kenyon 1963) and Amchitka (Kenyon
1961, 1963; Williamson et al. 1971).
Though probably found wintering there one
hundred years earlier (Turner 1885), it was
first confirmed on Auu Island in the far
western Aleutians in 1981, where it has also
nested successfully in 1996 and 1997 (Sykes
and Sonneborn 1998), the only North Amer-
ican breeding of wild birds recorded away
from Greenland. Byrd et al. (1974)
described Whooper Swans as arriving in
small flocks of five to [ifteen to winter at
Adak, arriving as early as 9 November
(1970) and departing as late as 9 April
(1970). Kessel and Gibson (1978) term the
species an “uncommon local winter visitant
in the western and central Aleutian 1slands
from early November through mid-April”
(earliest: 26 October 1957; latest 20 April
1975 and 8 May 1976) and a “very rare visi-
tant at any season” in the Pribilols, with
records ol single birds there between
November and July in 1949, 1970, 1976,
and 1977, in addition to the record ol three
in 1941. There are far fewer reports of the
species for the mainland. Johnson and
Sladen (1983) reported two near Kotzebue
in 1971. Kessel and Gibson (1978) note a
western mainland Alaska record of two at
the Noatak River Delta on 19 June 1967, two
at Wales 11 June 1975, three on St
Lawrence Island on 12 June 1976, one on
the mainland at Selawik in June 1963, and
two on the south-central mainland at Cor-
dova on 23 October 1977. The highest count
of the species in North America is apparently
of 31 at Amchitka 10 April 1970 (Kessel and
Gibson 1978).

A search of post-1978 literature indicates
that most Alaska records involve singles or
small groups (fewer than 10 birds) seen in
the outer Aleutians (e.g., Shemya, A,
Adak, Amchitka, Little Kiska, Buldir) and
are from the nonbreeding season, fall and
spring in particular; there are a also few
spring records from St. Lawrence Island. A
late-spring record from the mainland at
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:ﬁm u\m‘mmhmmmmum TN Fastham, MA ] Hunt 1999
0205199 Saint-Barthélemy, P 1 Bannon and David 1999
DATE (DAYIWY) LOCATION NUMBER  SOURCE/NOTES T Cowansille, PQ 1 Bannon and David 1999
10/09/1903§ Mud L., Mlexander, ME 1 Palmer 1949 O7/05/1998 [text) Great Bay, i 6Y. fide S. Mirick
(TR neat Davidsonville, ND r Johnson and Sladen 1983 R Troks Pistoles, P 5 David etal. 1999
winter 1978-1579 Hamiltony Oakille, ON 3y. James 1991 0&19%9 Cobbosseecontee L, ME 1 Ellison and Martin 2000
03/02/1980 Broate, ON 1 Godirey 1586 07/01/-05/04/2000 Miss. River, Lee County, IA 1 Brock 2000
winter 1981-1382 neat Hamitton, ON 1 James 1991 08-30/03/2000 Miason, near Gindinnatl, OH 1 Brock 2000; fide ). Lehman
nnzee Greensboro, Caroline (o, WD 1 Peterjohn and Daris 1996 20114022000 Camp Dennison 1 Brock 2000; fide . Lehman
T+ around obert Moses 5P, NY 3 m-:#w 02000 Foster, ND T Martin 2000
s e o N ——_—
209 Germont, Lake (o, L. 2 BIE. s m Yamaska Pakand Granby P01 Bannon et l, 2007
Baanea Sargent (o, HD 1 Berganan and Homan 1995 T 51, Aibans, V1 7 Hunt 2002
] Black Dog L, Dakota Co,, MN 1 fide P.Svingen s s : S0
T-TUOGTOH Praoulle, G, P0 ST ey B 953 0V 3006202___GaleanL, Potter o, PR 1 Pesyhani it 16 12
1820081554 Cape Hort, Labrador, NL 3 s i LT Port tanley, N 2 wnconfimed; 117,
B9 Hennepin Co., MN 1 fide P. Svingen TNINGE L. Susquehanna, Nl 1 fide 1. Burgiel, unbanded
00114021994 L. Mattamuskeet, NC 1 Davis 1995, fide R. Davis 214032004
0171995 Martha's Vineyard, MA ] Nikla 1595 W0 Kittatinny Valley S.., NI 1 fide ], Burgiel
~02120-25/04/1995 Octorara L., Lancaster Co., PA Pennsyfvania Rirds 9: 33, 91 167042003 Liding Co, O 1 fide ), McCommac
03/1995 location unknown, MO 1 Brock 2000 0011172003 ‘Campbell L., McLeod Co., MM 1 fide P. Svingen
~15-30/05/1995 several locations, NB 1 Maybank 1995 1/0172004 Scott Co., MN 1 fide P. Svingen
TH-16/06/1995 AnticestiL, P 2 Nubrey and Bamnon 19950 050810272004 Marshall o, IR [ ide . Dinsmore
1071995 Jordan, Scott Co., NN 1 fide P. Svingen
~199% Plymouth, MA 1 fide T. French Althowgh many of the above reports cannot be linked conclusively to released or escaped birds, none has been accepted
Black Dog L, Dakota Co, Ml ] TdeP. Svingen by a state records committee 25 representing a recond of a wild Whooper Swan (very few repans have been reviewed).
e Dog . d Many northeastem U, and Canadian repot of Whaopes Swans have been assmed (n published sources) b con-
[TED Carlos Avery WM.A, WN 1 fideP. Svingen nected with the Whoopet Swans that established themselves in northeastern Massachusetts 1993 through 2002 (see text).
L — G e e o et yter
mg— Grand Manan archipelago, NE 1 Mlaren 193 during the 19805, but | have been unable 1o ascertain thelr dates/locations.
. @ This adult ata smalloffice park pond; its behavior led toits being captured by staff at the office park,
DS/041397 Hampton, HH 1 Perkins 1997 mmm,umm%m i
06-12/1997 Great Bay, WH 4 Berry 1997; fide 5. Mirick D Believed by most observers to be the same individual as seen 2t nearby Grand Manan, NE several months earfer,
02/2N19%8+ Great Bay, NH 1m. Berry 1997, fide 5. Mirick  This bird was captured the next day by wiklife officals and put in a captive failty.
13/06-04/07/1998 Washington Co., MN 5 fide P, Svingen  This toe- clipped bird was found near the Carrington golf ourse by Arrowwood National Wildife Refuge employees and
05199 Carlos Avery WALA., NN 1 Tide P. Svingen taken to.2 local 100,
081999 Great Bay, NH 1f. fideS. Mirick ma?‘smw:f”ngdmmwmm:mnmmﬂmhmﬂm
16 Ellson and Martin 1399, !
e Hant 1999 § The date and ocationfor i specimen (hotograph i Xvght 190)ar ncomecly ghven n many sources.
vinter 1998-1999 Connelquot 5.7, NY 7 Schiff and Wollin 1993 {) The year of this report is incomectly published in most sources as 1991; these birds were known 1o be estapees.
T Hagar Pand, Marlbarough, MA I fideT, French * = Breeding records of feral birds; see main text. m. = male, f. = female, y. = yearling

Safety Sound, Nome from May through 24
June 1994 (Tobish and Isleib 1992) was
unusual for the location.

As records of wintering Whooper Swans
have apparently increased in Alaska, so too
have they increased in western North Amer-
ica, particularly in the western third of the
continent (Table 2). Nevertheless, Whooper
Swans recorded in the contigunous United
States have usually been combined under the
category “controversial” (A.O.U. 1998). The
increase in Whooper Swan reports along the
West Coast, in concert with the proliferation
of Alaskan records of the species, has led the
California Bird Records Committee to accept
some Whooper Swan records, as has the Ore-
gon Bird Records Committee (Table 2). In
some instances, Whoopers have been
observed in close association with Tundra
Swans, occasionally with juvenile birds
whose identities have not always been clear,
and published sources have offered inconsis-
tent accounts of the identification of young
birds seen in Oregon and along the Ore-
gon-California border in particular (see

notes, Table 2). Observations of juvenile
birds that associate with adult Tundra Swan
as well as Whooper Swan have produced
speculation as to the hybrid derivation of
these birds, but hybrid young have only been
reported from feral nesters in Alberta (Table
2). The association of Whooper with Tun-
dra Swans has also sometimes produced
assumptions of captive provenance in such
birds, but a record of an adult Whooper
Swan apparently bonded with a Tundra Swan
at Golovin, Alaska 11-23 November 2000
and later (Tobish 2001) has perhaps tem-
pered this assumption.

The Yellowstone Swan: contexts

In weighing questions of provenance, it is
sometimes useful to consider the flock-
mates. In recent years, the Trumpeter Swans
resident in Yellowstone have numbered
between 16 and 20. The Whooper Swan,
however, accompanied 503 Trumpeter
Swans on the first day of its observation.
Several neck-collared Trumpeter Swans
present that day were birds marked on nest-

ing grounds at Nahanni National Park,
Yukon Territories, and Grand Prairie,
Alberta. In the past several decades, data
from neck-collaring studies and population
trend analysis have indicated an influx of
migrant Canadian Trumpeter Swans into
Yellowstone beginning in mid-October.
Many of these swans travel to Yellowstone in
the fall by way of the East Front of the Rock-
ies in Montana. As colder weather
approaches, Yellowstones swan numbers
increase to several hundred individuals in
the late autumn, certainly due to the influ-
ence of geothermal waters, particularly on
the area’s river systems. Once large lakes
such as Yellowstone Lake begin freezing in
late December or early January, most Trum-
peters begin leaving the Yellowstone area.
The few Tundra Swans that appear in Yel-
lowstone in the fall typically leave the area
earlier, usually just after the first cold spell.

For the Yellowstone Whooper Swan, it is
not difficult to construct a plausible theory
of wild provenance. Whooper Swan popula-
tions, as documented on the Japanese win-

—— —
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Table 2. Records and reports of Whooper Swans in westemn North America exclusive of Alaska,
1977-2003, arranged chronalogically. - ¥ 110172001 Fairmont Hot Springs, BC 1 . Cedle, infit.
10/03/2001 Lower Klamath H.W.R., CA i Cole and McCaskie 2004
DATE (DAY/MY) LOCATION NUMBER  SOURCE/NOTES S11/03/2001 Somers, MT 1 Trochlell 2001
winter 1978-1979 Hamiltan/Oakville, 0N 3y. lames 1991 W00 L. Almanor, Plumas Co., CA 1 CBRL (inms)
nmnem near Port Hardy, BC 1? Campbell et al. 2001 1530/11/2003 Somers, MT 1 Trachiell 2003
17-19/01/1984 near Grimes, Colusa Co,, CA 1" Roberson 1986 F100- Yellowstane NP, WY ] present paper
20/11/1985 Pescadern, CA 1 unreviewed/unconfirmed 070372004
161271988 Venice |, near Stodkton, CA 1 Yee et al, 1989
18011989 Mountain Lake Park, (A 1 CBAL (inms.) Recerds in boldface print have been reviewsd and accepted as refering to bids of wild provenance by state recards committees or
2w Lower Klamath N.W.R., CA i Yee et al, 19923, state-tevel monographs. Befween the Oregon and Califomia records, theve s assumed to be much deplication of ndividuals. There are
N i reports of the species for Saskatchewan (contra Patten 2000, Brazil 2003).
A Campell et al, {2001) ot that ths record was in comtext of a large Trumpetes Sican ik and that Kessel and Gibson (1978) st 2
ﬂﬂﬁm m“m(%a :' GRRL v WhoopesSwans e  fock of 26 TanpetesSwans at Ceedow in suth-oastal Alska 73 October 1977
Ofivehurst, : unreviewed/unconfirmed By
This bird was aksa egorted on the Oregon side of the refuge 0712199122002/ 992 accepted actualy been
121953 Howard Slough WA, CA 1 CBAC finms) inthe e ofOregn e Gregon BAC). ey ke
10-21M/1994 Summer L., OR I 1“‘*1‘925“?"‘“'"‘  This bind was i close asociaion with a Tundra Swran and three immataee birds thatweveinial publhed as ybrid young, but the
Giligan Bl wes et gt Ganc and s s be s oy becaseofhelapparestoctio wkh o Tendka o, Mo
26-27 /0211994 Lower Klamath NMW.A., CA 1* CERL (inms) case for hybed derivatin was based o close stody of plumage or srucure (e H, Nehis) Most egional observers believe that the
T0T07001995 near Grimes, Colusa Co., CA i Yee et al. 1995 :IumLum;?rmmamw:mmammmw&mmmm
ot il e e LT ! S A o %% W hcconting to servers Wayne Weberand Andy Rariseth, this bird was n lose association with  Tundra Swan and two immatare
15-27/01119% Seal Bay, Vancouver 1., B 1 Camphell e¢ al, 2001 birds that wee alsa believed to Whoopers, although some cservers suggested they young have been hybrids. Campbel et al. (2001)
nm-anznes? Airlie, Polk Co., OR 1 Tweit and Gilligan 1998, indicate the presence, however, of one adult and ane HY bird and do not indicate hyid deriation for the juvenie,
Toweit and Tice 1996 ® aluat by the Albeta Reconds Committ and “Getemined t be 2 escapee om the icana area that mated inthe pevies
-28/011998 Lower Klamath N.W.E., CA'OR 1 CERL (inms.), 0.BRL summer with a fesal Tundra Swan and raked two young in kmicana. These birds may be the source of the family group reported from
5711998 Courtenay, Vancouver L, B 1 Bracil 2003; 0. Cecile, n it ;'“WWWMWW[‘“M
While one adult and 3 juvenile Whooper Swars present at Unit 4 of Lower Klamath MW.R, CA 01/01-40/93/2001 was approved by
L Seven MieLy, Gl 4, 1 1 CHRL fm:) the Cafomia Brd Records Comitee, the idenbication of 2 smallradul 3t aacent Whit L on the same efuge on 10/03/2001
17-19/0411999 Imicana Sloughs, AB 1 Koes and Taylor 1999 was questioned and mat accepted (although endorsed by a majority), with at least ane member suggesting it was a Whodger Swan x
IBIET] Mamit Lake, BC fl Campbell et al, 2001 Tendra Siwaa hybeid from 2 mired pair with three young presen dering the winte of 2000-2001" {Cole and MeCaskie 2004).
4-11/0472000 Iricana Sloughs, AB 1 Koes and Taylor 2000 * Not pubihed in Novth Amercan i and predecessr journls becaus of missing orparial seasal epert. CBAC. = Calfena
0106172000 SummerL, OR ] Wiodinow and Tweit 20012 Bin it Commitee; 0.B.C. = Oregon Bind Recods Commitee.
01/01-10/03/2001 Lower Klamath N.W.A., CLOR 1 Glover etal. 2001,
Erickson and Hamilton 2001
Miodinow and Tweit 2001h
Miodinow et al. 2001

tering grounds, have increased steadily, from
7500 in 1982 1o 18,000 in 1990 10 32,000 in
2000 (Brazil 2003). During the same period,
Alaskan records—all assumed 1o be of wild
birds—have shown increases as
although the ornithological exploration of
the western Aleutian islands has also
increased in the past three decades, and the
apparent increase in Alaskan records may be
owing in part to better coverage. The
species is known to fly at high elevations
and to cover large distances in a single flight
(Brazil 2003), and birds from eastern Siberia
that turn up in mainland Alaska occasionally
Mlock with Tundra or Trumpeter Swans. The
appearance of the Yellowstone Whooper
Swan was preceded by a powerlul low-pres-
sure system that crossed from Siberia 19-22
November, which apparently also brought a
Siberian Accentor (Prunella montanella) to
Paradise Valley of Montana, about 50 km
from the Hayden Valley, 22 November and
later.  In wider context, many Siberian
species that have proven to be regular visi-
tors to Alaska also show pronounced pat-
terns of occurrence south along the Pacific
coast and weaker but detectable patterns in
the interior West.

Nevertheless, given the presence of
feral/released Whooper Swans in the west-
ern Midwest (the North Dakota birds could
pertain to Minnesota releases), as well as
breeding feral Whoopers in Alberta and a

well,

recent suspected escapee seen in 2001 and
2003 in Somers, Montana (Table 2; not the
same individual as the Yellowstone swan), it
is not possible, strictly speaking, to rule out
captive provenance in any of the western
Lower 48 records. However, there are many
reasons to weigh the condition, behavior,
and arrival timing of each individual when
evaluating records.

Aviculturalists’ perspectives on escapees
Was the Yellowstone bird a wild swan or
more likely an escapee? 1 conducted a thor-
ough review of Whooper Swan captivity
records in the area, communicating directly
with both aviculturalists and wildfowl prop-
agators. All captive Whooper Swans around
Yellowstone—in  Montana, ldaho, and
Wyoming—could be accounted lor by own-
ers. Together with information on the con-
dition of the swan, this finding indicates
that the provenance of this individual was
certainly not a waterfowl collection within
the region.

My interviews with aviculturalists, includ-
ing the primary propagator of Whooper
Swan in North America, impressed me with
how knowledgeable they are—and how com-
mitted to their avocation of breeding or rais-
ing waterfowl in captivity My impression,
too, has been that aviculturalists are a very
private and rather close-knit group, with few
adherents inclined to express their views

publicly on escapees or other subjects. Mosi
of the aviculturalisis 1 contacted expressed
the opinion that far fewer waterfowl have
escaped from captivity in North America in
recent years than in times past, and that
those few that do rarely stray more than
about 50 km from home collections. Most
are unfit for long Mights or coping with pred-
ators and other hazards, and almost all cap-
tive-reared birds seem reliant on humans
when away {rom home collections, according
to most collectors, some of whom have relo-
cated escapees and returned them to collec-
tions. The expense and investment of time
that captive waterfow]l represent to these
owners mean that virtually all of them are
loath to lose their birds.

In the United States ol America, recent
regulations appear to have reduced
markedly the number of waterfowl lost from
collections, in the opinion of aviculturalists
interviewed. Because of the threats to
endemic wildlife by exotic diseases and
introduced species, for instance, both the U.
S. Fish and Wildlife Service and various state
wildlife agencies have instituted new restric-
tions on private propagators ol waterfowl.
Those possessing Mute Swans (C. olor), for
instance, must possess a permit and com-
plete an annual report, as this species is now
covered under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.
In some states, aviculturalists with captive
birds are required to complete annual
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reports and pass annual inspections of their
birds and their facilities and sanitation prac-
tices. In many cases, captive birds are
required to be rendered permanently flight-
less, which sometimes requires a surgical
procedure. U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service
encourages federal bands to be placed on
waterfowl in addition to private identifica-
tion bands. Escaped birds, particularly
hatch-year birds, are always a concern lor
state agencies, and so most aviaries are
required to have netting or even double-net-
ting installed.

In discussing specifically the case of the
Yellowstone Whooper Swan with avicultural-
ists, all felt that the bird could not have been
of captive provenance, especially given the
harsh conditions of the park. Yellowstone
National Park is one of the most hostile win-
ter environments in the Lower 48 States.
Temperatures of —-30° to —45" F are not
uncommonly recorded in the park (lowest
on record is —66° F), and the winter season of
2003-2004 was particularly harsh, with deep
snows and temperatures in the range of -30°
F recorded on several days. In the opinion of
aviculturalists, an escaped captive bird
would have a very difficult time surviving
both the winter weather and various large
predators. Of interest in this regard, a now-
extirpated population of some 120 feral Mute
Swans in the nearby Paradise Valley of Mon-
tana never ventured up into the harsher envi-
ronment of Yellowstone (McEneaney 2001).
The aviculwuralists also expressed the opin-
ion that a captive-bred bird would almost
certainly show unwary behavior and proba-
bly approach humans for food.

History of nesting feral Whooper Swans
in eastern North America

One reason for the difficulty
in sorting out records of
Whooper Swan in eastern
North America in recent
years, especially the 1990s to
the present (the period from
which most reports accrue), is
that there have been multiple
instances of escaped/ released
Whooper Swans, most on the
East Coast but several also in
the Midwest. The accounts
below treat released Whooper
Swans that were documented
to have nested (or believed to
have nested and published as
such); additionally, there is a
report of a feral Whooper
Swan that allegedly nested
successfully with a feral Tun-
dra Swan in Alberia (Table 2).

* Maryland 1970-1973
In May 1967, a resident of

Arnold, Anne Arundel County, Maryland
purchased a pair of Whooper Swans and
released them on his property. In May 1970,
they nested, but all four cygnets were killed
by predators. A second brood produced
three fledglings that year, one of which
paired with the adult female (after the death
of the male), the other two pairing together
in a nearby pond but ranging around the
county. In May 1973, the young pair
attempted 10 nest but was unsuccessful,
again owing to predators. This pair relo-
cated to the Patuxent River near David-
sonville, where again unsuccessful in nest-
ing. They were banded and neck-collared 22
July 1973 and have not been seen in the area
since that time (Johnson and Sladen 1983).

« New York 1993

In early March 1993, during a strong winter
storm, waterfowl collectors on Long lsland
and in upstate New York apparently lost
three and two Whooper Swans [rom collec-
tions, respectively, when outdoor holding
areas collapsed (Schiff and Wollin 1993,
Nikula 1995); the upstate birds were even-
tually recaptured (E. Brinkley, in litt.), but
the Long Island birds were not. It was
widely assumed in the birding community
that the Long Island birds found their way to
Massachusetts (Perkins 1993), where they
were thought to have ranged as far initially
as Marthas Vineyard (Nikula 1995). How-
ever, a clear connection between the New
York and Massachusetts birds (see next sec-
tion) has never been established, and so it is
unclear what happened to the 1993 Long
Island birds.

» Massachusetts 1994-2002
The saga of Whooper Swans in Essex

| County, Massachusetts resists briel sum-

mary. In the spring of 1993, three Whoop-
ers were observed among the local Mute
Swans in Ipswich, Massachusetts. These
birds—based on the presence of a band on
one individual and their tame behavior—
were believed at that time to have come from
a waterfowl collection whose location was
unknown (Berry 1997, French 1997). It was
later learned that these birds were almost
certainly from a propagator in Gloucester,
Massachusetts, who had given or sold prob-
ably four Whoopers to a property owner in
Ipswich, Massachusetts. The farm was sold,
and the new owners were unaware of the
history of the swans, but at least two were
free-flying as of at least 1995 (T. French, in
litt.). One bird, possibly injured, was killed
by a pair that returned in spring, according
to the new property owners.

The following summary is taken from
Berry (1997) and from communication with
Jim Berry, who kept close track of these birds
during their stay in this area, through 2002.
In the spring of 1994, the original three were
joined by three more Whaoopers that retained
some gray in the plumage (thus second-year
[SY] birds). These younger birds were not
seen in summer 1994, although at some
point in 1994, the Whoopers of Ipswich
numbered four adults, and it is thought that
one of the three SY birds may have remained.
These swans spent time between Clark Pond
and Rantoul Pond, with two males eventu-
ally becoming nest-helpers to nesting Mute
Swans (no hybridization occurred)—at
Rantoul Pond during the 1995 through 2002
nesting seasons and at Clark Pond during the
1996 through 2001 nesting seasons. Because
these males were not mating with swans of
their own species and producing young, the

Figure 3. The Whooper Swan at Yellowstone (center bird; here 26 November 2003) flocked exclusively with Trumpeter Swans, with which it was
thought to have arived from northem Canada, based on neck-collar codes of several flock-mates. Phatograph by Tey McEneaney.
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Figure 4. The Whooper Swan at Yellowstone (center; here 19 December 2003 along the Yellowstone River in Hayden Valley) spent the winter in company
with migrant and local Trumpeter Swans, a species sometimes considered to be the dosest relative of the Whooper. Phatograph by Terry McEneaney.

Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and
Wildlife elected not to remove them (French
1997). The only morality documented in
the Essex County birds was the killing of a
crippled adult by a nesting pair in early
spring of 1996 (T. French, in litt.) and one
HY bird shot later that year, but the Clark
Pond Whooper most likely died in March
2002 (]. Berry, in litt.).

Breeding of Whooper Swans was con-
firmed on two occasions in Massachusetts:
first at a small farm pond along Argilla Road
about one km west of Rantoul Pond in
Ipswich in 1996, when four young fledged,
and in 1998, when five young fledged. Both
of these nesting records came to light only
recently, however, and have not been previ-
ously published. The 1996 brood was noted
on Rantoul Pond on 1 and 13 October, but
the observers had no knowledge that the
birds had been raised locally at that time (].
Berry, in litt.). Later that season, this family
group of six birds in all moved to the Plum
Island section of Parker River National
Wildlife Refuge, where present well into July
1997 and later. The Massachusetts Division
of Fisheries and Wildlife attempted 1o cap-
ture the birds in this year without success.
No other nestings of the species have been
documented, though other nestings are sus-
pected. A group of six year-old Whoopers
seen on Rantoul Pond in April 1999 was
assumed retrospectively to have been the
offspring of the Argilla Road pair—but the
previous year produced supposedly five, not
six cygnets.

At one point, the state was host to no
fewer than 12 Whooper Swans (seven adults
and one brood of five young), a peak count
that was documented in Ipswich on 15
November 1998, but sightings of the species
in Massachusetts have dwindled since 1999,
a year in which the Massachusetts Division
of Fisheries and Wildlife and the Animal
Rescue League of Boston captured and
vasectomized the breeding male Whooper of
the known pair (13 April; T. French, in litt.).
The last sighting of the species in the siate
came from Rantoul Pond, two adults seen on
19 October 2002 (]. Berry), with no sight-
ings subsequently published in Bird
Observer.

* New Hampshire 1997-2001

At Hampton, New Hampshire, an adult
male Whooper Swan that was clearly of cap-
tive provenance turned up at in April and
May 1997; though at first thought 1o be
[rom the Essex County group, there is
stronger evidence to suggest it and at least
three others were unintentionally lost by an
unlicensed collector in Newcastle, New
Hampshire (Hunt 1999; T. French, in lite.).
In early June 1997, an unbanded adult and
then later three unbanded SY Whoopers
turned up at Great Bay, New Hampshire, not
far away and only about 48 km from
Ipswich. Simultaneously, in Massachusetts,
most of the local Whooper Swans (four at
Plum Island, two in Ipswich) were
accounted for, thus leading 1o speculation
about a second nesting in 1996 somewhere

in New England—possibly the missing two
of the six first seen in Essex County in 1994
(Berry 1997). These Great Bay birds even-
tually dispersed.

On 2 February 1998, a male Whooper
Swan again visited Great Bay and remained
there, off and on, for a year. By January of
1999, that individual had bonded regularly
to a human male at the site, attacking the
man’s wife and tenant regularly for the next
two years, through February 2001, when it
was last seen (fide S. Mirick). The adult male
ignored all other Whoopers in the area that
later visited, including a somewhat wary
female in August 1999 and a flock of six SY
Whoopers on 7 May 1999 at the site—
almost certainly the same six that had visited
Rantoul Pond the month before (fide 5. Mir-
ick). (This behavior is typical of a captive
human-imprinted bird that has been
released.)  Thus it would seem that the
Massachusetts and the New Hampshire
swans had come into contact with one
another by 1999 (T. French, in litt.).

In another similar instance, an immature
Whooper that turned up 25 May 1997 on
Grand Manan Island, New Brunswick stayed
through 1 January 1998. Though its prove-
nance was unknown (usually presumed to
be from Massachusetts), it accepted hand-
outs and allowed close approach, as was true
of most of the Massachusetts birds. At one
point, in late November 1998, it was rescued
from a small remaining open hole in the ice,
with the rescuer essentially risking his own
life to save it (fide B. Dalzell). Similar tales
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come from Lubec, Maine (very close to
Grand Manan), where presumably the same
swan spent part of the winter and evaded
capture, and from Nashua, New Hampshire
and Middlesex, Massachusetts (Table 1),
Most observers who approached the escaped
adulis and subsequent progeny from the
Massachusetts birds found them at least
“unwary” and in most instances rather tame.

Between Massachusetts and New Hamp-
shire, the highest combined total of
Whooper Swans for a single day was 16
birds counted between Essex County (12)
and Great Bay (4) on 10 November 1998 (T.
French, in litt.). Given the lack of evidence
that these swans have since been removed
from the wild or died, it is entirely possible
that over a dozen Whooper Swans from this
population are still present somewhere in
MNorth America.

* Minnesota

The only documented nesting of Whooper
Swan in Minnesota comes from June—July
1998 in Washington County, where an
adult was observed with four cygnets. No
other adult was present, but it is assumed
that this pairing was of two Whooper
Swans (fide P Svingen; see Table 1). In
1993, Parker Backstrom interviewed sev-
eral propagators in eastern Minnesota.
Likewise speaking on condition of
anonymity, one propagator admitted that
he had raised and deliberately released
into the wild an unknown number of
Whooper Swans over a period of several
years. Moreover, this propagator deliber-
ately released Whooper Swan x Trumpeter
Swan hybrids in to the wild, as he consid-
ered them unfit for sale to collectors or
other breeders. Peder Svingen (in litt.)
reports that all of the dozen or more
reports of Whooper Swan in the state,
including those that have shown up in the
winter with wild swans, are considered 10
be of former captives. The population of
Minnesotas breeding Trumpeter Swans,
which now stands around 1000 birds,
could well have an admixture of Whooper
genes, if the allegedly released Whoopers
and the hybrid swans have survived (fide P
Svingen).

Resources and recommendations

for records committees

Because of released individuals, some of
which may persist in the wild for many
years, it may indeed be nearly impossible to
determine the provenance of most Whooper
Swans in the eastern and middlewestern
parts of North America. According to prop-
agators, the states of Ohio, Michigan, lowa,
Indiana, Illinois, Texas, Kansas, New York,
Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts
all have considerable numbers of Whooper

Swans in private collections. These collec-
tions are very dynamic enterprises, with
many transfers annually. Nevertheless, most
state-level natural resources departments
keep track of such collections, and some are
willing to share their databases with
ornithologists. In addition, zoos, aviaries,
tourist entertainment facilities, city parks,
estates, subdivisions, and various founda-
tions also have the capacity to be home to
waterfowl such as Whooper Swan, and these
should be investigated where possible. The
International Species Inventory System
(1515}, an excellent on-line resource avail-
able free to the public at <wwwisis.org>,
reports for instance that 20 Whooper Swans
are held in professional [acilities such as
zoological parks in North America (archive
accessed 16 July 2004). A check of this site
can reduce the amount of time needed to
narrow down the search for the source of
lost birds,

As of the time of this writing, only a few
reports of Whooper Swan have ever been
reviewed by records committees in the East,
with even fewer images of these birds
archived for the permanent record. This is
understandable, given the large number of
feral birds documented over the past three
decades, most of whose current whereabouts
are unknown. Nevertheless, if we are ever to
make sense of the movements of wild
Whooper Swans in North America, observers
must first change the practice of leaving
these birds undocumented, and records com-
mittees at the state and provincial level that
do not currently do so would do well to
establish ties with authorities who monitor
captive waterfowl and the facilities that keep
them, in order to be able to research more
thoroughly and adjudicate more evenly the
provenance of waterfowl reported in their
regions.
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