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Abstract

Two Great White Herons (Ardea (herodias) occidentalis), the white-plumaged heron breeding in extreme southern Florida and presently considered a subspecies of Great Blue Heron, were observed in New York State during the fall of 2001.  The only prior published occurrences of this form in NY were single post-hurricane individuals, perhaps the same bird, observed at two Long Island locations Sep-Oct  1949.  This article provides accounts and descriptions of both 2001 birds, a summary of Great White Heron records north of Florida (including a previously unpublished report from NY in 2000), and a brief discussion of why such individuals should be regarded as rare (but increasing?) examples of postbreeding dispersal by authentic occidentalis Great White Herons and not as variant or aberrant Great Blue Herons.

I.
Records from New York State during the fall of 2001.

a
One hatching-year (HY) at Wolfe’s Pond Park and several nearby sites in southern Staten Island, Richmond County, from 2 Sep (C. and L. Nuzzi, D. Eib) at least through 4 Nov 2001 (C. Nuzzi, pers. comm.).  See Fig. 1.

The authors saw this bird on 17 Sep 2001 at Wolfe's Pond Park, between 10:30 and 11:45 EDT.We observed it resting near several Great Blue Herons, flying, and feeding in salt marsh habitat in the company of a Great Egret (A. alba)—and we recorded the following description:

Overall size and shape similar to two nearby immature Great Blues and much more massive than Great Egret, with thicker neck, thicker legs, and greater overall length and height than latter. Bill massive and deep-based—similar to Great Blue’s, and much larger and heavier than Great Egret’s.

Plumage wholly white, save for hints of a buffy or off-white wash, most conspicuous on lower neck and upper breast.  This buffy color was most evident when the bird was alongside the Great Egret, at which times shaded areas of the plumage in particular appeared subtly creamy or buffy rather than grayish or bluish as was true of shaded areas of the Great Egret’s plumage visible in same scope view.  No head or breast plumes, but crown slightly shaggy and lower neck somewhat shaggy or fluffy—closely resembling nearby immature Great Blue.

Upper mandible gray, slightly paler toward tip. Lower mandible dull flesh-yellow.  Lores gray.  Iris yellow.  A thin dark line extended back from the gape to a point slightly posterior to and below the eye.  Tibiotarsi dull greenish-yellow; tarsometatarsi dull gray.  These colors merged imperceptibly across the joints.  Tops of toes appeared dull gray, whereas undersides of feet and toes were slightly paler and yellower.

We believe this individual was a juvenile on the basis of its buffy plumage tones, relatively dull leg color, and fluffy-looking feathering on the head, neck, and breast.

b
One immature (HY or older subadult) present at Gilgo Beach, Babylon, Suffolk County from 8 Oct 2001 (G. and J. Fritz), through at least 24 Oct 2001 (P. A. Buckley).  See Fig. 2.

JF reports the following account of his discovery of this bird.

“On the morning of October 8th, I was on my routine patrol of the Jones Beach strip searching the bird population in all the usual migrant traps. Upon entering the main parking lot of the tiny coastal community of Gilgo, my attention was drawn  to a large white wader vigorously shaking a white bird of some sort.  Assuming the wader to be a Great Egret, I tried to ascertain the identity of its unlucky prey.  From across the lagoon it appeared to be a medium-size tern.  This impression later proved to be correct when the immature Forster’s Tern (Sterna forsteri) drifted to the near side, after being dropped by the heron.

With my attention riveted on identifying the prey, it wasn’t until the predator relinquished the now dead bird, that I realized that the bill color of the “egret” was not bright yellow. Having recently seen and studied The Great White Heron in Staten Island, this bird’s identity was immediately apparent.  My initial thought was that the Staten Island bird had left its haunts, but further study and note-taking indicated that this bird differed in several respects from the one frequenting the south shore of Richmond County.”
The Gilgo individual was clearly distinct from the one at SI by virtue of its brighter and more extensively yellow legs and in view of the overlapping dates of occurrence.  It was seen by many observers, generally in one of two specific locations:  1) feeding along the north edge of the channel, just a few meters from the eastern end of Gilgo’s wharf; and 2) resting in the marsh in the shelter of a line of low groundsel bushes (Baccharis halimifolia) trending roughly east and west, ~100 m north of the middle of the wharf.  Photos of this individual by R. Stanford and P.A. Buckley have been studied by the authors.

II.
Previous records of Great White Herons outside Florida

New York


Bull (1964: p. 475) describes the first NY record(s) as follows:  “On Sept. 3, 1949, shortly after the Florida hurricane of Aug 29, a large white heron with yellowish bill and legs appeared at Tobay Pond, Jones Beach (Bull).  It was seen in direct comparison with Great Blue Herons and Great Egrets.  The same or another individual was observed later at Mecox Bay, and noted several times from Sept. 17 to Oct. 15 (Helmuth and McKeever).”

In the course of preparing this article, an additional, previously unpublished, NY record was brought to the authors’ attention by S. Schiff:  one of unknown age observed closely and photographed at the Oceanside Marine Nature Study Area, Oceanside, Nassau County, 7 Oct 2000 (M. Farina). The photographs have been examined by the authors.

Ontario

One undocumented report at Long Point, Apr 2000 (Margaret Bain, pers. comm.).

Nova Scotia

Two singles during the spring of 1984:  one at sea late Mar, and one at St. Margaret’s Bay 17 May (McLaren 1984).

One at Three Fathom Harbor, Halifax County, 20-23 May 1985 (McLaren 1985).

One undocumented report from Guysborough County during the summer of 2001 (I. A. McLaren, pers. comm.).

Massachusetts

One of unknown age was present at Nauset Marsh, Eastham, Barnstable from 9 Jul (Petersen 1996) through 14 Oct 1996 (Ellison and Martin 1997).

Rhode Island

R. Ferren (in litt.) writes:
“A report exists of an all-white heron present intermittently 9/4-29/83 at Weekapaug [a coastal marsh in Westerly, Washington County] that was the size of a Great Blue, and possessed a yellow bill and ‘bright yellow’ legs (A. C. Anthony, A. Spicer).”

New Jersey

An immature/juvenile was carefully studied at Nummy's Island, Cape May County, 9-18 Sep 2000 (Paxton et al. 2001).

Another, different juvenile was present in Blauwenburg, near Princeton, 26 May-7 Jun 2001.  Both of these records were accepted by the New Jersey Bird Records Committee in Nov 2001 (P. A. Buckley, P. Lehman, pers. comm.).

Pennsylvania

McWilliams and Brauning (2000) list three records, all from Pymatuning Lake:  adult female collected 14 May 1938 and preserved at the Carnegie Museum; one, age unspecified, at the same location, Oct 1938 (perhaps hurricane-related); and a third, age unspecified, at the same location, 29 Jul-9 Aug 1961.

Delaware

One was discovered by M. Barnhill at Bombay Hook NWR 24 Nov 2001 and was present through at least 3 Dec, when photographed by M. Gustafson (M. Gustafson, pers. comm.).  A bird observed there as recently as 1 Jan 2002 (M. Gustafson, pers. comm.) was undoubtedly the same individual.

Maryland

One was discovered at Fort McHenry on 26 Sep 2001 by J. Peters and seen in the area through 30 Sep 2001 (M. Iliff, pers. comm.).  The range of dates rules out the possibility that this bird was the same individual as that observed at SI, and M. Iliff’s detailed description (e.g., legs “entirely dull gray-pinkish) implies that it was distinct from the one observed at Gilgo.

Southeastern USA

Great White Herons have strayed to coastal Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana (M. Iliff, pers. comm.) and have been reported at least ten times on the Texas coast (Oberholser and Kinkaid 1974: 100; G. Lasley, pers. comm.).  Furthermore, they are regular coastal vagrants north to Georgia and South Carolina (at least ten and seven records, respectively:  M. Iliff, pers. comm.) and have strayed to North Carolina at least several times (P. A. Buckley, pers. comm.; M. Iliff pers. comm.).

III.
How should these records be interpreted?

Great White Heron was until the late 1950’s regarded as a species in its own right, differing from Great Blue Heron in several characters, including greater size, shorter breeding plumes, and a preference for saltwater habitats.  It was subsequently lumped with Great Blue Heron on the basis of occasional hybridization where the two forms are sympatric in extreme southern Florida (Mayr 1956, Meyerriecks 1957), during an era when even limited hybridization was regarded as proof of conspecificity.  Further confusion arose when patterns of plumage variation in and near South Florida were described by some authors (e.g., Peterson 1980, McHenry and Dyes 1983) in terms of “color morphs” or “color phases”—terms that should be restricted to instances of widespread polymorphism within genetically cohesive populations.

In fact, the view that Great White Heron is merely a color morph of Great Blue Heron cannot be justified on the basis of a few mixed pairings in extreme southern Florida or on the basis of still fewer mixed broods of white and blue nestlings—attributed in several instances to mixed pairs in the Florida Keys (Mayr 1956, Meyerriecks 1957), in one instance to two white parents in the Florida Keys (Meyerriecks 1957), and in another to two blue parents in Galveston Bay, Texas (McHenry and Dyes 1983).  In neither of the latter two cases were the putative parents positively linked to the broods in question.  In short, all published examples of mixed pairs or broods have occurred in or near a restricted area of sympatry and thus are more consistent with hybridization or limited genetic introgression than with widespread polymorphism such as that familiar in Snow Geese (Anser caerulescens) or Eastern Screech-Owls (Otus asio).

The fact that even the most recent field guides (e.g., National Geographic Society 1999, Sibley 2000) have perpetuated the ill-chosen “color-morph” wording has not helped to promote awareness of or interest in the distribution and identification of Great White Herons outside their expected range.  Nevertheless, a pattern of long-distance vagrancy has emerged despite these obstacles to detection and record keeping.  As described above, reports of Great White Herons in the Northeast have tended to come from saltwater habitats during late summer/early fall—when many southern ciconiiforms tend to disperse northward.  Significantly, this fall the Northeast witnessed not only the spate of Great White Herons listed above, but also the largest influx of Wood Storks (Mycteria americana) in decades (Sherony 2001).

These facts are inconsistent with the interpretation that extralimital Great White Herons represent leucistic, albinistic, or otherwise aberrant individuals originating in populations of typical Great Blue Herons.  Rather, given the near absence of empirical data demonstrating that such “white Great Blue Herons” have ever occurred anywhere within the normal range of typical Great Blue Herons—and considering the robust empirical support for long-distance vagrancy among genuine Great White Herons—observers should be receptive to future appearances of Great White Herons in New York and beyond.
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