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Our Ducks

If you have a chance to stroll around Lake Margaret these days, you’ll see quite a few ducks. Two of the group have green heads, a white slash mark on their rumps, and curly tails—all distinguishing coloration that most of us recognize as the markings of Mallard males—“Drakes,” if you’re being correct.
And then there are the hens: a diverse bunch if I ever saw such. Some have a white slash mark near their tails; some don’t. Some have solid drab beaks; some have black smudges on their beaks. All are undistinguished, motley brown. In fact, the only thing all the girls have in common is being plain brown ducks and quacking.
The problem arises because Mallards are horny buggers, and, according to a Birding professor I had, “will mate with anything…other ducks, rocks, logs…” (This might be because Mallard drakes are unique in the ornithological world in actually having a small…er… external sex appendage. As I understand it, the only birds so graced.)
Male Mallards have almost wiped out the American Black Duck population by seducing the Black Duck hens and creating hybridized progeny. I sent some pictures off to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, and they said what we have are these mixed race birds: Mallard X Black Duck.
Mottled Ducks exist to confuse matters even more: their necks are somewhat cleaner and more buffy in color; but otherwise, they’re drab, mottled brown also. (The one helpful characteristic is: they don’t like Mallards and are immune to Mallard charms. Often, Birders can get all excited by seeing what they think is a genuine Mottled Duck, but they’re most likely just looking at our mixed-up guys.)
Whatever, Spring is in the air on Lake Margaret. If you watch, you’ll occasionally see a drake and a hen bobbing their heads rhythmically up and down together: Bada-boop; bada-boop. The males can also be aggressive, flying at rivals (even other hens) that they find offensive. Eventually pair bonds will develop for this season, and we should have ducklings.
I’m grateful to Alvin Smith and his willingness to cut the vegetation around the Lake to offer birds the varied habitats they require: shoreline for feeding; weeds and bushes in which to hide nests. There’s not one preferred pruning length that suits all species, and now we can please a varied population.     Katharine Senn
Birding Trip: January 13, 2026: Info will be coming.

