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On 28 February 1981, I observed a dark-phase Western Grebe (Aechmophorus 
occidentalis) on Pamlico Sound near the Swan Quarter ferry landing in Hyde County, 
N.C. The bird was first seen about 0800 as it swam in the vicinity of a Double-crested 



Fig. 1. (A) First-winter Great Crested Grebe, a species not recorded from North 
America. (B) Winter-plumaged dark-phase Western Grebe of the northwestern 
United States and adjacent Canada. (C) Winter-plumaged light-phase Western 
Grebe of the southwestern United States and Mexico. (Drawings by the author) 

Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus). The two birds were of comparable size, but the 
grebe's neck was a little thinner and held straighter. The grebe's head and neck were 
immaculate white except for a coal-black crown, which extended below the eye (Fig. 
1B), and a black stripe down the back of the neck. Most striking, however, was the very 
long and narrow straw-colored bill. Steve Graves and I observed the bird for nearly 30 
minutes. Although the grebe was a considerable distance from us, nearly perfect lighting 
and an 80X Questar provided an opportunity for excellent study. 

There are two distinct color morphs of the Western Grebe, which in fact were 
initially considered separate species but were treated as one species in the 1886 A.O.U. 
Checklist and all subsequent editions (see Storer 1965, Living Bird 4:59-63). Recently, 
compelling evidence indicates that these morphs behave as distinct species (Ratti, 1979, 
Auk 96:573-586). Although there are six previous records of Western Grebe for North 
Carolina (Chat 35:27-29; 41:36,38), the present one appears to be the first in which the 
color phase has been described. 

Both forms of the Western Grebe have coal-black caps without distinct crests; both 
also have pale yellow bills (Storer 1965). The dark-phase birds of the northwestern 
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United States and adjacent Canada have black caps that extend below the eyes (Fig. 
1B). Conversely, the light-phase birds of the southwestern United States and Mexico 
have white supercillia and generally more restricted black caps (Fig. 1C), Storer further 
comments that light birds have thinner stripes down the back of the neck, paler backs, 
and clearer yellow bills. If seen well, neither form of the Western Grebe should be 
confused with the Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps cristatus), which exhibits a slight 
crest and pronounced black line from eye to bill even in first-winter plumage. The 
Eurasian species has not been recorded in North America. 
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