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Rescue at Toddy Pond*
by Francis Owen

Sometime between 9:00 and 9:30 on Saturday, June 24th, I returned to our camp on Toddy Pond after 

bringing my wife, Cara, to the Trenton Airport. It was a foggy morning and I debated whether to stay at 

camp or head off to work when I heard some loon noises out in the pond. I knew the loons nesting on a 

nearby island were close to hatching their young, so I ventured to the shore to see what the noises were 

about. To my dismay, I saw two eagles on the island, one approaching the nest from the water and another 

at the north end appearing to be feeding on something. 

I quickly scrambled into a rowboat and made my way out to the island. As I approached, it was obvious 

that the dry eagle on the island was feeding on a loon carcass, and the wet one was clambering onto the 

nesting beach and headed toward the eggs. The dry eagle flew off as I tied up the rowboat around the 

corner on the north end, away from the nest. I ran over and chased the wet eagle to the island’s high spot 

where it attempted to fly, but, being so wet, could only crash into the water. The wet eagle then swam back 

to a large rock on the island’s south shore, spread its wings, and began to dry off while I cursed it nonstop 

for several minutes.

The remaining loon parent stayed in the water off the beach, so I stood at the island’s high spot, blocking 

the wet eagle from returning to the nest and hoping the other loon would come back to sit on the eggs. 

However, after a time it became obvious that the beach was a massacre site and the loon was not 

returning. Eventually, it swam off.

How it began . . . 

* Excerpted from the Toddy Pond 
Association’s Fall 2017 Newsletter
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At that point Henry arrived by canoe. He removed the loon carcass from the 

island in an attempt to make the beach amenable to the other loon’s return to 

the nest. After that, two loons did come back and paddle around the island, but they stayed offshore, 

well away from the wet eagle on the rock. Eventually, they paddled off and did not return.

Meanwhile, I got in contact with Avian Haven and explained the situation, and they agreed to accept the 

eggs and to attempt to hatch and raise the unborn loon chicks. Henry and I then gathered the eggs, 

wrapped them in our shirts, and paddled back to our camp. We found a small box, warmed some towels 

in the dryer, placed the eggs inside, and headed off in our vehicle to meet Avian Haven volunteers in 

Bucksport. As I drove with the heat cranked up high, Henry placed his hands on the eggs in an attempt 

to keep them warm. He noticed a crack in one egg and said, “I feel some movement.” We then heard 

scratching and, to our amazement, peeping. I was concerned that the eggs could hatch at any moment 

and we would imprint onto the chicks as their parents. I teased Henry that he would be the “Loon 

Daddy,” and he retaliated by labeling me the “Loon Savior.”  Luckily, the eggs survived the hand-off to 

the Avian Haven folks and the trip to the haven’s hatching facility. 

Henry and Francis Owen

At this point I called my son Henry, who lives nearby, and relayed the 

morning’s events, declaring I would attempt to contact the state and any bird 

sanctuaries to see what was the best recourse in this situation. Unfortunately, 

it being a Saturday, there was no one at the state level that could offer any 

assistance or guidance and I was left on my own to find a solution. I began 

calling about to find out if there were any bird sanctuaries that could help. After 

quite a few phone calls, I was finally referred to Avian Haven, an organization 

located in Freedom, Maine. Ph
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As noted in Francis’s account, the eggs had started to hatch well before they 
arrived with volunteer Betsy Headley.  We placed them in an incubator and 
stepped away to let the natural process unfold. At the time, we knew little of 
Toddy Pond, but the next slide presents some of what we learned later.



Information 
about the lake 

may be found at  
Toddy Pond 
Association.

The nest had been on a small island that 
is visible at a distance from shore.

Toddy Pond is an 8-mile long, narrow lake in Hancock County, about 8 miles 
East of the Penobscot River.  North to South, the three basins of the lake 
are near the towns of Orland, Penobscot, Surry, and Blue Hill. 
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http://toddypond.mylaketown.com/home
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When Diane checked early the next morning, one chick had hatched.  
Several hours later, the second chick was completely out of its egg.
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We consulted with several keen observers of loon 
parenting.   New Hampshire’s Kittie Wilson  
(www.kittiewilson.com) generously shared her 
photos and recollections regarding the size and 
sideways presentation of fish in the first few days.  

As is typical in the wild, the second chick to hatch 
here lagged behind the other in feeding ability.  We 
learned the “infinite patience” Kittie had described 
in natural parents coaxing their younger bird to eat.  
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The first chick to hatch (green band) also had better 
waterproofing in the first few days than his sibling, possibly 
due to more capable preening.

http://www.kittiewilson.com/
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The Toddy Pond chicks began their stay here indoors, 
in a structure that houses four pools varying in 
capacity from 200 gallons to 1,000 gallons.  Dubbed 
“the Pool Hall” by its designer and builder, Terry 
Heitz, the building is insulated and can be heated to

Each pool has its own continuous water supply and 
standpipe drain, plus removable haul-outs.  
Netted panels provide each pool with privacy and 
security from escapes.

keep the pools operational year round. In winter months, a heat-recovery 
ventilation system maintains the air quality of the indoor environment. 
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In the Pool Hall, the young loons started off in the smallest pool enclosure, 
where a heat lamp hanging above the haul-out helped dry them after their 
first ventures into water.  The waterproofing on both birds was soon just 
fine. The next photos we took were on July 11, when the loons had a 
supervised swimming session in the outdoor environment of a small pond.   



9

But a potential concern with birds raised from the egg by people is the 
lack of opportunity for appropriate imprinting, a process by which the 
youngsters would acquire a species identity via contact with the natural 
parents.  Hand-raised individuals might mature normally in a biological 
sense, but as adults, they might not recognize others of their species as 
potential mates.  Attempts to avoid human imprinting in captive-raised 
birds may include providing visual models such as puppets, caregiver 
costumes, or inanimate objects that resemble an adult bird.  It is unclear 
whether these strategies can substitute for normal imprinting, which is 
best accomplished with a live adult of the same species.

In some settings, a non-releasable surrogate can be used; 
here at Avian Haven, for example, orphaned Mallard 
ducklings are raised by our foster adult hen.  But not all 
species will readily adopt orphans, so surrogate parenting 
works better for some species than others.  

By this time, we felt confident that the birds not only would survive, but 
also were on a positive trajectory in terms of biological development.  

In the wild, adult loons attempting to take over a breeding territory have 
been known to attack the offspring of the resident birds.  
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According to conventional wisdom, precocial species that hatch with open 
eyes probably imprint during their first few days.  In the case of the 
Toddy Pond loons, an opportunity for imprinting to an adult loon could not 
be provided; our priority in that time frame was keeping them alive.  The 
eventual consequences of a failure to imprint normally were unknown, 
though a likely result was that they would not become breeding birds as 
adults.  Of course, not every properly-imprinted loon breeds! 

There are many unknowns about the imprinting process, and much of what 
IS known is based on observations of captive-raised waterfowl. The 
uncertainties include species differences in the developmental timing of a 
“window” for imprinting, whether a species identity presumably acquired in 
that window is permanent – and even whether all avian species imprint.  Any 
bird raised by people will become habituated to their presence, and even 
tame.  The issue is whether, ultimately, they “know” what species they are. 

Imprinting issues aside, however, to encourage social development, we took 
advantage of every opportunity to house the Toddy Pond chicks with other 
loons that came into care.  We also gradually minimized  associations of 
humans with food. Over time, instead of offering fish on forceps, we left 
them on the pool sides for the chicks to take on their own; eventually, they 
caught their own live fish.  Caregiving was restricted to one or two key staff, 
and we handled the birds as infrequently as possible.
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For the first few weeks, the birds 
spent most of their time in the Pool 
Hall, where they could be left on 
their own, without supervision.  As 
they grew, they were upgraded to 
larger pools.  

July 18: At about 
three weeks old,  
they were often  
seen roll-preening 
and flapping.
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They could haul out of the water 
and recline on a microfiber mat 
whenever they wished.

But it would soon be time for an upgrade 
to an outdoor habitat.  We had one  
ready and waiting for them!



13

The pond has a surface area 
of about 400 square feet.  
It is surrounded by a hoop 
frame covered with high 
strength netting, plus shade 
cloth in some sections.  Fed 
by the overflow from a 
nearby deep well, the pond  
drains via a standpipe, 
creating a continuous 
turnover of fresh water.  
The pond is stocked with 
live minnows.

Our Loon Pond is a three-
season aquatic bird habitat 
intended to complement the 
Pool Hall. Also designed by 
Terry Heitz, it was finished   
in the late fall of 2016.

Unlike the small pond where the loons had been taken for earlier enrichment 
sessions, this habitat is secure from predators and possible escapes.  
Therefore, the birds could be left there without constant supervision.
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July 27 was their first day in the Loon Pond.  At four weeks old, they 
continued to roll-preen and flap in their new environment!



15

Although they readily went off into different parts of the pond, they also 
spent time close together.

August 1

Nibbling pond vegetation seemed to 
be one of their favorite activities.
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August 6:  Back in the Pool Hall, where the results could be observed 
clearly, we put a dozen live minnows into the large pool with the chicks.    
In less than five minutes, the fish had all been caught and eaten.
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August 12:  They have started to molt out of their brown down and into the 
plumage of a juvenile.  They’d outgrown the leg bands we’d applied shortly 
after hatching, and were now wearing adult-size bands.
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August 15:  The molt continued . . .

. . . as did their enjoyment 
of the pond.
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One of their most fascinating behaviors was occasional defecation on the ground 
surrounding the water.

“In a second, stylized defecation, loon climbs onto shore, occasionally moves 2–4 m from water, turns to 

face water, defecates, and returns to water. Observed both as isolated incidents, and executed 

sequentially by both pair members. Chicks routinely follow parent's lead. Function unknown; result is 

readily visible from the air, and may act as territory marker.” 

This behavior has 
been documented in 
adult loons! Quoting 
from the species 
monograph in the 
Birds of North 
America series:

Evers, David C., James D. Paruk, Judith W. McIntyre and Jack F. Barr. 2010. Common 

Loon (Gavia immer), version 2.0. In The Birds of North America (P. G. Rodewald, editor). 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, New York, USA. https://doi.org/10.2173/bna.313

https://doi.org/10.2173/bna.313


20

August 15, continued . . . .
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Loons growing up in the wild start to become independent of their parents 
at roughly 12 weeks, which is also approximately when they take their first 
practice flights on their natal lakes.  As the Toddy Pond chicks approached 
that benchmark, we had discussions of potential release strategies with a 
number of consultants, some of whom had been sharing their expertise since 
the chicks had hatched.  They included: 

Mark Pokras, DVM,  
wildlife veterinarian and 
loon expert, director for 
many years of the Tufts 
Wildlife Clinic Loon 
Mortality Project, also a 
long time camp owner on 
Toddy Pond;

Michelle Kneeland, DVM, 
Wildlife Health Program 
Director, Biodiversity 
Research Institute;

Chris Dadian, 
President of 
the Toddy Pond 
Association; plus Maine Department of Inland 

Fisheries and Wildlife Biologists 
Danielle D’Auria, Brad Allen, and 
Jim Connolly. 

Kappy Sprenger,
Diane’s loon mentor, 
experienced loon 
rehabilitator based in 
Bridgton;
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Several possible release scenarios were considered.  Factors that were 
prominent in the discussions included a presumed unlikelihood that the loons 
would become breeding adults, a concern that the birds might approach 
humans after release, and a desire to monitor their post-release behavior 
in hopes of resolving some of the uncertainties about their future.  The 
location we favored was Toddy Pond, which had been recommended by Mark 
Pokras, and where there were many volunteers to look for the chicks after 
their release.  In due course, that location was endorsed by MDIFW.   

Mark introduced Diane to Chris Dadian via  
e-mail on August 24, and they had the first 
of several long phone conversations on 
August 30.  Chris met with the Executive 
Committee of the Toddy Pond Association on 
September 5; the group approved the plan to 
release the chicks at their natal lake.  

We were good to go!
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The context in which the Toddy Pond eggs were retrieved had been unusual 
and unanticipated.  No policies, or even general guidelines, were in place for 
this kind of situation.  Reconciling the perspectives of diverse interest 
groups after the fact was a complicated but ultimately successful process. 
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Meanwhile back at our Loon Pond, the birds were blessedly oblivious to the 
machinations of their human overseers.  These photos were taken on 
September 8.
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One bird in particular seemed to love splashing.  
Though no bands show in these photos, the 
splash artist was the second chick to hatch.
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September 8, continued
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A critical part of the agreed-upon plan was banding 
the chicks, so that they could be identified in any 
post-release sightings. The bands we’d had on one leg 
of each bird were for in-house use only. A more 
complex arrangement was needed for loons returning 
to the wild; also, state and federal permits are 
required to band wild birds prior to release.  The 
Toddy Pond chicks were starting to get restless; we 
wanted the bands already in place for the day when 
they let us know it was time for them to go.   

Loon bands are arranged in combinations and placements unique to a particular 
individual.  Three of the four bands placed on our loons had colored patterns 
that could potentially be seen on a bird in the water.

On September 21, a 
team led by Biodiversity 
Research Institute’s 
Vincent Spagnuolo 
placed four bands on 
each bird. Vin was 
assisted by Michelle 
Kneeland and two 
additional team 
members.
. 
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This photo series shows bands being applied to the second of the Toddy 
Pond chicks to hatch.
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Once back in the pond, the birds displayed their new ankle jewelry.

The larger (first 
to hatch) bird 
wore a blue band 
over an orange 
band on his right 
leg. His left leg 
had a numbered 
silver band over a 
black-and-white 
striped band.

As was shown on the previous slide, 
the smaller (second to hatch) loon 
wore double yellow bands on her 
right leg, and a numbered silver band 
over a solid red band on her left leg.

Numbers engraved on the silver bands can only be read with the bird in hand.
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On September 25, the loons were restless nearly to a point of agitation. 
Weather the next day looked good and Chris was available, but neither the 
Owen nor the Pokras families could be at Toddy Pond until several days later. 
They all agreed, though:  “Don’t wait for us – do what’s best for the loons!”

Meanwhile, Diane, Chris Dadian and Mark Pokras had been discussing possible 
release sites.  The property Chris had on Toddy Pond was on the shore of a 
sheltered cove, away from the main boat thoroughfare. The island that had 
been the site of the birds’ nest was just across the cove.

Chris offered to show us some 
alternative locations, but we thought 
his property was perfect!

As soon as the loons had been 
banded, we began to look at 
forecasts and to watch the 
birds carefully for signs of 
readiness for release.  



30

The Toddy Pond loons returned to their natal lake on September 26. After 
Diane and Marc placed them in the shallows at Chris’s dock, they swam out 
into the cove. 
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Their release behavior was no different from that of any other juvenile 
loon that we’d raised in captivity, but that had an opportunity for normal 
imprinting before coming into care.  The birds did not linger close to 
shore, or look back toward us as if bewildered or seeking assurance.   
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They seemed very much at home in a “real” lake for the first time!
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Then they split up, and were soon so far away that we could not be sure 
who was where.  An hour or so later, one bird swam back toward the 
release dock.  He came close enough for us to discern his blue/orange 
bands, identifying him as the first-hatched of the siblings.  He seemed to 
simply be exploring, and showed not the slightest interest in the people 
who had been his caregivers.  A couple of minutes later, he swam off again.  

The young loons stayed close together for a while, 
in a leisurely swim toward one end of the cove.  
From there, they swam to the opposite shore, 
where they were joined by an adult loon.  
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Just before we left, we saw two loons very near the island, but even 
with binoculars, we could not tell whether they were juveniles, much 
less whether they wore leg bands. 



Good morning, Diane. I went down to the dock about every hour through the afternoon 
and saw the one chick moving around but lingering in the cove, and no sign of the others. 
Then I came down at around 5:00 and was disappointed not to see any loons at all. A few 
moments later I was startled to see one of the chicks cruising just a few yards to the left of 
our dock. It didn’t seem to be aware of my presence so I stayed still as it passed within 
inches of the dock and was able to see its blue and orange bands.  So Toddy 1, right? It 
continued to cruise slowly back and forth, ducking its face every few seconds, for about 10 
minutes, then drifted out toward the center of the cove and disappeared dramatically in 
the reflection of the setting sun. A few minutes later I spotted what I assumed to be the 
same chick down at the end of the cove, then lost it again in the sun, which was just 
dipping below the tree tops. Then I noticed what appeared to be two loons out past the 
island, so took my binocs over to the other dock to get a bit closer. Still too far to tell 
whether they were chicks. When I turned back to look for T-1 again I couldn’t find it. My 
phone rang then and I talked to my wife for a while.  By the time we said goodbye it was 
barely light enough to do one more scan, but I did distinctly see three loons out past the 
island. So I called it a day cherishing the hope that the three had found each other again. 
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Chris e-mailed the next morning with news of what he’d observed the 
previous late afternoon and evening, after we had left.

The morning fog was just starting to lift as Chris finished his account.  He 
went down to his dock, but saw no sign of loons.    



A similar pattern continued for the next few days.  Despite frequent 
checking, Chris did not see any loons at all until late on September 29.  
His post to the Toddy Pond Association on September 30 described that 
observation, plus what he saw the following morning.  That post is 
excerpted below. 

Last night, close to sunset, I saw a group of three loons near the island. In the last 
scintillae of daylight, one appeared to have the plumage of a chick, but as they drifted 
off toward the Penobscot shore, it was just too dark to be sure.

Then, this morning (9/30) at about 0745 I saw a group of three loons pass the island 
and enter our cove. The threesome was joined briefly by another, which soon split off. 
As they proceeded along the far shore, I could see clearly that one was a chick, though 
when I first saw its light-colored bill I asked myself, “Why is that cormorant swimming 
with two loons”?

But it was a loon chick for sure and as the three continued to work the far shore of the 
cove, the adults hovering protectively like so many loon parents we’ve seen over the 
years, I realized that this must be one of the two families that was spotted in July, 
during the Loon Count. In that case, they were some distance from their nesting 
grounds, but I supposed that’s not uncommon this time of year, with loons larking 
about and rafting all over Toddy Pond.
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I continued to watch them for over an hour, willing them to turn toward our side of the cove, 
but they would do so only long enough to get my hopes up. It was chilly, and I was about to go 
up to our camp for some coffee when the chick dove and I decided to wait for it to come up 
one more time. To my delight it surfaced closer and was drifting toward me – payback for an 
hour in the cold! Then the chick turned and my heart stopped as I saw first a flash of orange 
and then clearly blue and orange, the colors of the leg bands of one of the released chicks.

A few moments later, one of the adults approached, voicing those private cooing sounds you 
can only hear when they are quite close, and started to lead the chick away. I ran up the hill 
for my camera, sure that it would be too late.  When I returned, the adult was out toward the 
middle of the cove already but the chick was dawdling and …

... and with that Parthian shot, followed the 
adults, now together, across the cove, 
around the point, and out of sight.

37
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The experience had been so thrilling that it was a while before the significance of what I’d 
seen dawned. The term “adopted” is probably inappropriate on a number of levels, but I’d 
seen a loon chick that was known not to have imprinted upon a parent – because it had 
been rescued as an egg after its nesting parent was killed by an eagle, and hatched and 
nurtured at Avian Haven – following in a very filial manner over an extended period of time 
a pair of adults who were behaving very much like any helicopter loon parents! Had I not 
seen the leg bands I would have assumed without any question that the chick was the 
biological progeny of the pair.
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On October 1, Chris recounted further observations:

I saw the trio as soon as I got to my viewing rock at 0815.  I could clearly see the chick with two 
adults, though of course at that distance I couldn’t see leg bands. But I assume this is the same 
trio I saw yesterday and probably the evening before, including blue/orange. They were doing a 
sort of paso triple, swimming back and forth right next to each other. Very sweet.
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About 20 minutes later, still in roughly the same longitude but further out, they were joined by 
three other loons, one of which might have been a chick, and the 6 rafted around the island 
counterclockwise, so emerging at the entrance to the cove.  At that point the three newcomers 
split off and the trio proceeded into the cove, where they fished along the western shore. The 
two attached [photos on the previous slide] are the closest they got, and were at the limit of 
my 10x optical zoom. But they clearly show the “family” unit, with proud parents helicoptering 
and more loon canoodling near the buoy at the back of the cove. After about 30 minutes, they 
left and disappeared around the point, back toward the narrows, around 1020. So blue/orange 
is not only part of a “family” unit but also a casual crew! 
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Several weeks later, Mark Pokras spent some time at Avian 
Haven, and over lunch, we revisited Chris’s observations.  Diane 
asked Mark, “What does that tell us about imprinting in Common 
Loons?”  With a characteristic chuckle, Mark replied,  “It tells 
us how little we know about it!”

We thought there were three, but only two turned up in the Loon Count in July.  A third was hatched 
on one of the islands not far from where I think the trio are hanging out when they aren’t here. That 
was the one that wasn’t seen in July. When I saw a chick with adults on Saturday I thought it must be 
that one, just overlooked in the count. That’s why I was so startled to see the leg bands. Is it possible 
that the original chick was killed and that its grieving parents “adopted" blue/orange? That would fit 
geographically.

Diane then asked Chris how many juvenile loons had been on Toddy Pond 
prior to the release.
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Chris Dadian’s September 30 account was the last confirmed sighting of 
either of the Toddy Pond chicks.  From time to time, other lake association 
members saw loons, but as the season turned deeper to fall and the adults 
shifted from their characteristic breeding plumage into winter plumage, it 
would have been impossible at a distance to distinguish an adult from a 
juvenile.  By early December, we could ask only whether there were any 
loons at all remaining on Toddy Pond.  

Maine Audubon’s Susan Gallo helped answer that question on December 4 
by e-mailing members of Toddy Pond’s loon census team. According to 
various replies, there were still at least four loons on or near the middle 
basin.  Although two of them had been seen in the vicinity of the cove, there 
was no way to know who they were.  

Two early snowstorms came through shortly 
after those reports, and the lake started to ice 
in.  According to follow up e-mails on December 
14, there had been no sightings since the 
previous reports.  One last loon call had been 
heard on December 9.  We took no news as the 
good news that the birds had made it off the 
lake and were safely offshore for the winter. 
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Epilog

And now, we wait.  Juvenile Common Loons typically remain offshore until 
age two or three before venturing inland. They may return to their natal 
lake, or they may turn up on another lake that would probably not be very 
far away from their original lake.

If we are very, very lucky, an adult Common Loon wearing double yellow or 
blue/orange bands on its right leg will be spotted on Toddy Pond, or on a 
nearby lake, a couple or more years from now.  One of the more fascinating 
questions about their future is whether they will breed, but it may be as 
long as several more years beyond their first return inland before that 
question could potentially have an answer.  For now, all we can say is that, in 
the few days after their release, at least one of them showed more natural 
behavior than some might have expected.  

Bald Eagle predation on nesting adult loons has been documented over at 
least the past twenty years, and here in Maine, will probably occur more 
often in coming years as our eagle population continues to increase. We hope 
that this account will inspire the development of policies to guide appropriate 
responses in future similar situations. 
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On behalf of Toddy Pond’s juvenile Common Loons, we send huge thanks to all of the 
people and organizations mentioned in the foregoing slides, especially: Brad Allen, Glori 
Berry, Jim Connolly, Chris Dadian, Danielle D’Auria, Terry Heitz, Michelle Kneeland, 
Francis Owen, Henry Owen, Mark Pokras, Vincent Spagnuolo, Kappy Sprenger, and 
Kittie Wilson, plus Biodiversity Research Institute and the Toddy Pond Association.   

We also thank the kind people who sent donations in support of the birds’ care!
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New Hampshire 
Loon Preservation Committee

The Vermont Center for 
Ecostudies

Loon Conservation ProjectMaine Audubon Society 
Maine Loon Project

Biodiversity Research Institute
Center for Loon Conservation

For more information about the conservation of Common Loons in northern 
New England:

Avian Haven

To learn more about our work:

Diane Winn and Mark Payne

Co-Founders

http://www.loon.org/loon-family.php
https://vtecostudies.org/projects/lakes-ponds/common-loon-conservation/vermont-loon-conservation-project/
https://www.maineaudubon.org/projects/loons/
http://www.briloon.org/our-science-services/research-centers/loon-conservation/center-for-loon-conservation-overview-page
http://www.avianhaven.org/

