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Case # 88  
 

Redhead 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Admitted April 5  



Species Profile  
    Redheads are North American diving ducks taking their 
common name from the rufous  head and neck of the male.  
Other distinguishing characteristics are a yellowish eye 
and blue bill with a black tip.  Females are primarily 
brownish.  

   Foods are aquatic vegetation and invertebrates.  

   The primary breeding region is the òprairie potholeó 
region of Canada and the United States.  Wintering areas 
include the Finger Lakes region of New York and the 
Atlantic coast, mostly south of Long Island. Redheads are 
usually seen in Maine only during their migration; spring 
migration peaks between mid March and mid April.  
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Case History and Notes  
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   This bird was rescued in the Damariscotta area, and brought 
originally to the Damariscotta Veterinary Clinic. The bird was 
lethargic and unable to hold his head up.  His left wing seemed 
especially weak.   

    We took a radiograph and 
found no fractures, but did see 
some tiny roundish objects 
among the pebbles in the gizzard.  
On a suspicion that they might 
be lead, we ran a blood lead test, 
which showed a high level of lead.  
The bird was also extremely 
anemic.   

   We started him on a chelating  
agent and iron supplements.  
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   The first foods we offered were simple, easy -to -digest 
liquids that were tube fed.  Within a few days, the bird was 
more alert and active.  More bloodwork  on April 10 indicated 
that the anemia was resolving, though the lead level was still 
high. 

     On April 12, the bird spent 
several hours in a small indoor 
pool, and seemed to enjoy being 
in water.  
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   On April 17, the blood lead level was down, but although 
we had hoped that, with the aid of laxatives, the pieces 
would be defecated, they were still in the gizzard.  It was 
time for a break from the chelating agent.  Just a few days 
later, as expected, the blood lead level was back up.  This 
pattern was to repeat itself twice over the next few weeks.   
We could not continue chelation  therapy indefinitely; we 
had to find a way to get the lead out of the GI tract.  

   We consulted with Dr. Erica Miller at Tri -State Bird 
Rescue and Research (www.tristatebird.org ) in DE.  She 
had used a technique called gastric lavage to remove lead 
from the GI tracts of water birds, and with her coaching, 
we decided to give it a try on May 19.  
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  The bird is placed 
under general 
anesthesia, first 
using a mask, then 
with a tube inserted 
into the trachea.  

   Next a tube is 
inserted into the 
mouth, down through 
the esophagus and into 
the gizzard.  Warm 
water is directed 
through this tube.   

   With the bird positioned 
at a downward angle . . .  
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 . . . the water will run back out 
the mouth, carrying with it the 
contents of the gizzard.  

 

   The first flush did remove at 
least some of the target pieces.  
But we couldnõt be sure whether 
we had gotten them all.  

With the bird still under 
anesthesia, a quick radiograph 
was taken; it revealed one more 
piece remaining (shown in photo to 

the left) . The lavage was repeated, 
and this time, the follow -up 
radiograph showed no more lead 
pieces! 
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We did one more round of chelation  
therapy.  In early June, the birdõs 
exuberance in a (turquoise) kiddie pool 
reflected his return to overall health.  
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A few days later, he was moved to a habitat with an in -ground 
pool. He seemed equally happy in or out of the water.  
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    By late June, the weakness in the left wing had resolved, 
and we felt that the bird could be released.  

    The normal summer locations of this species were far, far 
away, but Aroostook County birder extraordinaire Bill 
Sheehan (http://northernmainebirds.blogspot.com) had seen 
Redheads at Lake Josephine that month!  

   According to Bill, a pair of Redheads had summered at Lake 
Jo since 2005; he first found them with young in 2008.  In 
2011 there were two pairs with at least one brood.  It is the 
only location in New England with nesting Redheads.  

   Our friends and volunteers Tami and Ed Slowey ð also pilots 
ð said òYES!ó when we asked if they would consider flying the 
bird up to Lake Jo for release.  Unfortunately, Bill was away 
that weekend, but his friend Russ Mount was happy to serve 
as host and guide.  

  



15 Photos by Russ Mount  

Release at Lake Josephine, July 2  

Shelley unpacks the bird 
while Ed observes.  

Heõs in 
the 
water . . . 
and 
swims on 
out to a 
second 
chance. 
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And then what happened?  After release, Bill and Russ kept 
an eye out for our bird.  On July 22, Bill was confident that 
he observed our bird hanging out with two pairs, plus a 
brood of 8 young, in a pond about half a mile south of the 
release point.   

The lavage technique, which 
we used for the first time 
with this bird, was to become 
one of our most valuable 
tools.  Youõll see it again in 
this slide show!  
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Case # 100  

Red-necked Grebe  

Admitted April 14  
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Species Profile  

   Grebes are diving birds 
whose feet have an unusual 
feature: lobed toes.   

   They breed in freshwater lakes or marshes, mostly in north -
western Canada; they are rarely seen in Maine during the 
summer.  Wintering areas are along both coasts of North 
America.  

   Foods include a variety of fish, crustaceans, and aquatic 
insects.  

   As suggested by the common name, Red -necked Grebes have 
russet -colored necks and chests; other distinguishing features 
include a black cap on the head, gray cheek patches on a whiter 
background, and large bills.  Males and females have similar 
appearances. 
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Case History and Notes  

   On the morning of April 14, Jill Roland, a science teacher at 
King Middle School in Portland, was told by another teacher 
that there was an injured bird at Deering  Oakes Park.  Jill 
called us for pointers on how to retrieve the bird, then went 
back with her class, prepared with appropriate capture and 
safety gear.  The bird was in the midfield of a baseball 
diamond, and though it hissed and vocalized when approached, 
made no attempt to move.  Jill and a colleague were able to get 
the bird into a box, and return with it to the King School.  

   Meanwhile, we had assembled a relay team; volunteer  
transporters Kathy Stager and Lloyd Ferriss had the bird here 
within a couple of hours.  
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   The bird had a large 
laceration on the neck; the 
area was covered with dried 
bloody scabs.  We did little 
on intake other than apply 
antiseptic cream and a 
wound dressing so that the 
crusty areas would be 
softened up by morning.  

  The Grebe seemed very 
stressed; we did not want to 
do any more than necessary 
until she could calm down 
and settle in.  
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  The next morning, we allowed the bird to swim, then went to 
work on the neck.  The wound was quite serious, though 
fortunately the esophagus and trachea were intact.  Shelley 
did some cleaning and debriding  (removal of dead tissue), but 
it was obvious that quite a lot more would be needed.  There 
did not appear to be enough viable skin to suture, and in any 
event, we did not want to risk constricting the throat area.   

After the procedure, we covered 
the wound area with a dressing, 
then settled the bird onto a soft 
padded surface, and offered her a 
bowl of krill. As mentioned earlier, 
the sexes have similar appearance, 
but females are somewhat smaller 
than males, and we judged this bird 
female on a weight basis.  
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   On April 17, with the bird under general anesthesia, Shelley 
did the first major work on the wound area.  The procedure 
went well, and was repeated on the 19th.    

   First, the hydrocolloid dressing 
from the previous procedure is 
peeled off.  Then pieces of dead 
tissue are carefully removed from 
the wound area.  
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The wound area is cleaned, and antiseptic applied.  
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The wound area is covered 
with a transparent, 
breathable dressing.  

After the procedure, 
Diane holds the bird, 
who is still groggy from 
the anesthesia.  


