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ErHE s1x spECHES of grebes that occur
in the coastal, western states (there

# are only 20 species worldwide), two
sets of two each may present problems in
identification. Horned and Eared have always
been difficult in winter, and recently the
taxonontc split through Western Grebe inro
Clark’s and Western has created an even more
challenging project for birders. The other
rwo should be casy: Pied-billed Grebe is
unique; Red-necked Grebe, a visual and
evolutionary link berween the “big ones™
and the “small ones,” cannot be confused
with either group,

The Big Ones

Historical Taxonomy. Although “light™ and
“dark” Western Grebes were well known to
some musetm and field ornithelogists for
decades, they were assumed to be mere color
phases {or “morphs,” short for morphologi-
cally different) of a single species. Becanse the
Fifth Edition of the American Ornithologists’
Union {aou) Checklist in 1957, which was
excellent since it included sub-species and
their distribution, did not even mention clar-
ki, some of us felt it was probably a case simi-
lar vo that of the Lesser Snow Goose, where
“hlue” and “white™ birds could come from
the same clurch of eggs. As adults, though,
the two morphs would tend ro sclect their
same color for mates when the choice was
available,

The Sixth Edition of the aou Checklist
in ro83, which could not deal with sub-
species because of its huge geographical range
mow including Mexico), mentions “two
color ‘morphs’ with light-phase birds becom-
ing more scaree in northern populations. A
high degree of assortative mating has been
revealed in recent fickd studies . .. suggesting
that further research may reveal the two
forms to represent distinet specics. .. ." By
thart time, birders were hor on the subject,
and identification articles began to appear in
newsletters and periodicals.

Farther research was conducted, and in
the 35th supplement to the aou Checklis,
published in The Auk (302 July 1985), the
birds were declared separate species. [twas a
hard call, and once again the word “species”
shows clasticiry in its definition.

Identification, Western and Clark’s grebes
look very much alike, but in summer {alier-
nate) plumage they are easily separable. Sim-
ply said, the Western is over all darker and
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has a greenish-vellow bill whose base, culmen
(top edge}, and gonys (hottom edge) are dark.
The eye is contained entirely within the dark
part of the face. The dorsal black neck stripe
is wider than in Clark’s, and the sides of the
bird above the water line are darker.

Clark’s is over all paler, with a bright
orange-yellow or orange bill shich, excepr
for a narrow, dark culmen, is lazgely un-
marked. The eye of Clark’s in sununer {and
in some individuals throughour the winter) is
clearty in the white part of the face, The dark
dorsal neck stripe is narrower than in West-
ern, and the sides of the bird at the water line
are lighter.

Now thar all seems easy and straighefor-
ward, right? But there 1s a wee problem. After
some confusion (such as finding a large num-
ber of orange-billed birds with the cye-in-the-
dark in winter), it is now believed thas many
Clark’s molt in November and December into
a basic plumage that indudes the extension
of black feathers from the crown down w at
jeast mid-eyeball. [f chis is truc —and it does
seem 50 — then the former primary field mark
ne longer works! This revelation leaves the
bill color and size {it seems larger in most clar-
kii) as the very hest single feature throughout
the vear.

So what have we got? If the eve is in the
white part of the face, the bird should also have
an orangey, large-looking bill {in part an illu-
sion because of its bright clean color), a nar-
row black dorsal stripe down the neck from

the small black crown, grayer (less black) back
feathers, and whitish sides near the water line.
The lores — the areas between the eyes and the
base of the upper mandible — should be whire
like the rest of the face below the crown. This
isa classic summer Clarl’s Grebe,

1f the eye is in the dark partof the face,
the bill looks thin and is greenish-vellow with
darl borders, the stripe from the crown down
the back of the neck is broad, the back is black-
ish, and the sides of the bird near the water
line are mosthy dark, vou have a classic West-
ern Grebe. The lores of this bird have a gray or
whitish parch, usually triangular, thatis unlike
the blackness of the rest of the face.

Proceed carefally, now. If the eye is in the
dark partof the face and the bill looks orangey
and nnmarked, the bird may bea Clark’s in
winter plumage or anintergrade between two
parent types. Check the lores, dorsal neck, and
sides. 1f they are all Clark’s, call it one. There
are troublesome individuals, though, and the
careful observer will have to leave some birds
unidentified. Just wish them smooth water
and many fsh; walk away,

Distribution. Both species are rruly western
{(U.S.) inrange. Both nest on freshwater lakes,
ones undisturbed by humans and dogs, that
have plentiful fish and emergent vegetation to
build their platform nests. Where they nest
sympatrically, which is common, mixed pairs
kave been observed, but uncommonly,
Westerns are far mote widespread than
Clark’s, homesteading spots in most western
states and west-central Canada as far north as
north-central Alberta. Most winter along the
Pacific seacoast from southem British Colum-
bia to the tip of Baja Californiz and inside the
Sea of Corter. Some, probably breeders from

The surall grebes i winter: left, Hlovaed;
right, Fared.
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ceniral Canada, winter on the western Gulf of
Mexico and at Lake Balmorhea in west Texas.

Clark’s are more rare and breed more o
the southwest, barely entering Canada. Like
Westerns, they winter along the west coast but
are rare from central California north. Con-
trary to field guide maps, they do not winter
on the Gulf Coast of Texas, and there is {or
was in 1984} but a single recosd for that
state - at Lake Balmorhea, way outwest,

Lostindividuals have, over time, shown
upin almost every state, and most if not all of
those extra-limitals have proven to be Western
Grebes. In cases where the morpl was not dis-
tinguished, the species mvolved will remain a
question.

A good place in northern California to
watch both kinds doing their awesome dis-
play ballet in April-May and later nesting ts
Bridgeport Lake. From Highway 395 tumn
east on 182 at Bridgeport. Go abour one mite
until you see the end of the smali plane
airstrip. Stop at one of the two large turn-outs
on the left, and use your scope. There may be
125 pairs of Westerns and six pairs of Clark’s
within your view.

The Small Ones

Identification. Very much the same size,
Heorned (Slavonian, in Burope) and Eared
{Black-necked) grebes in winter differ consis-
tendy in several subtle feather patterns and,
maore substantially, in shape and structure.
Horned is stockier, has a thick straighs
bill, flat crown, and short thick neck. lus rear
end wsuathy appears low; the back slopes into
the water. Eared is a bit wispier, has a var-
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Dreporay Correr

The large giches. Left: Some Clark's Grebes can
{esof like this imwinter, Center: Clark’s Grebe in
susrmter, Right: Western Grebe aluays.

rower bill that looks uprurned due to an angle
on the gonys, a very steep forehead with a
high point on the crown above or forward of
the eve, a thinner neck, and ivs rear end s zisi-
alhy high and squared off. Sometimes the
small tips of the folded primaries extend
beyvond the end of the back,

Also in winter, Horned has a sharper
pareern of contrasts than does Eared. The
crown and hindneck are black with a crisp
definition against the white cheek and neck.
Most Horned Grebes also have a white or
gray spot in the black lares about the same

size as the eve, and the eve iself is bigger and
closer to the gape than Eared's. Bill color is
variable, but the Horned's ofren has a blac-
kish or biuish hue with a pale, horn-colored
tip, The Eared’s bill is mosty dark, including
the tip. The Horned has a larger noswril, trian-
gular rather than oval, that sits farther ouron
the bill than does the Eared’s,

Though Eared always has somce inmacu-
late feathering on the throar and upper sides
of the neck, bits of irs dark crown feathering
spitl variously through its checks and down
its neck. Ir simply is darker, and the lores are
hlack as is the rest of the crown,

Horned Grebes are less gregarious than
Eareds and are seldom found hanging ow
rogether unless there is an cecasion hike a
feeding frenzy, Eareds are more often found
in right Aocks, though single birds are the
usual case.

Fabitat, On the winter rangge, both species
are very common along the coast on saleor
brackish water. In the far west, Eareds are
dlso common winterers at many inland lakes,
but Horneds are very rare anywhere away
from the coast,

{157 YOUR $KILL— and the above fea-
tures — on Western/Clarld’s and

A, Horned/Eared grebes in the distance,
Please let us know if you discover other iden-
tification clues. For the grebes, that is the
large and smaltof ir.
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