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In memory of Nana, who always believed I’d be a writer, and for my parents, who encouraged my love of animals.
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INTRODUCTION


Why Ducks?



Well, why not ducks? Whereas in the United States, the domestic duck still waddles about in the shadow of the immensely popular chicken, in other parts of the world—especially Asia—ducks are just as important as chickens in the lives and diets of humans. What do these water-crazy birds have that make them as much an asset to farms as landlubbing poultry? For starters, ducks are one of the hardiest, most efficient foragers out there—even more so than their clucky cousins. Properly tended, these birds seldom get sick. Given some freedom to roam pasture, pond, or orchard, they’ll glean much of their own feed. Of course, you’re welcome to spoil them if you want to, but a small duck flock doesn’t have to be babied with elaborate, heated accommodations. Do you live in the frigid North? Lack a pond on your property? Work full time? Not a problem! Ducks will adapt to a wide range of climates and living conditions and thrive on a minimum of daily care as long as you meet their basic needs, as outlined in this book.


In return, ducks are generous, industrious creatures. Like chickens, ducks on the prowl for their chow provide valuable pest control, weeding, and fertilization services. They efficiently convert food sources into protein-packed meat and eggs, and they give us dreamy-soft duck down for pillows and comforters. Colorful and personable, ducks favor us with intangible gifts as well. They make lovely exhibition fowl and gentle, endlessly amusing, interesting pets. Given access to any body of water, big or little, they flap their wings, dunk their heads, and splash like playful, happy kids forever on summer break.


If you think you might like to add splash and sparkle to your farm with domestic ducks, this book will give you the information you need to get started.
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CHAPTER ONE


Meet the Duck



All birds—including the captivating duck—possess adaptations that set them apart from most other backboned animals, or vertebrates. Of course, the unique avian characteristic that attracts and delights us most of all must surely be feathers! What else gives these animals their eye-popping range of colors and contributes so much to their enviable power of flight? But birds have more going for them than just feathers (we’ll talk about plumage in a bit); they’ve evolved some other interesting and useful features you should know about, too.







HOW BIRDS ARE BUILT 


The wild ducks from which our domestic duck breeds descend can fly fast, far, and high, thanks to a number of specialized adaptations. A flying bird’s skeleton is light and strong, consisting of thin, often air-filled, or pneumatic, bones. The bones that make up the wings evolved from the forelimbs of the birds’ dinosaur ancestor (some bones being fused and some eliminated down through the ages). The breastbone has a large protrusion called a keel, to which the highly developed wing muscles attach. Most birds have more cervical vertebrae than other vertebrates do, and if you’ve ever seen a duck preen or a swan arch its graceful neck, you know that most birds also have neck bones far more flexible than ours.


Unlike us, birds have no teeth; the avian jaw is narrow and elongated, forming a horn-covered, toothless beak. Birds’ beaks vary in shape and size—with outlandish effect, in some cases!—each type adapted to handling the specific foods in the species’ diet. In most birds, food travels down the esophagus and enters a handy, expandable storage chamber called a crop. From there, it moves into a  stomach consisting of two chambers: the proventriculus, which secretes gastric juice as does the human stomach, and the muscular gizzard. Standing in for teeth, the gizzard grinds seeds, grains, insects, and other foods with the help of ingested stone particles called grit, which the bird picks up as it forages. Avian digestive, urinary, and reproductive systems all terminate in one chamber, known as the cloaca, where urine and fecal material mix together and then exit the body via the vent. As we all know, birds reproduce by laying eggs, a characteristic they share with reptiles and their dinosaur ancestors.


In general, birds have terrific eyesight. The duck, for example, sees colors, and each of its eyes has a visual field of over 180 degrees, giving it binocular vision to the front, to the rear, and even overhead—a huge plus for spotting sneaky predators. Birds’ hearing is also well developed, but their sense of taste is poor, and with the exception of some species, such as vultures, so is their sense of smell.



Did You Know?


Birds have a poor sense of taste. A Mallard has only about 375 taste buds, while we humans possess a whopping 9,000 to 10,000. No wonder they like slugs! But wait—pigeons have even fewer taste buds than ducks have. Anybody care for a stale bread crumb? Bon appétit!





Birds have a rapid heart rate, a high metabolism, and an active lifestyle that requires them to consume plenty of food   (so much for eating like a bird!). Avian body weights range from a fraction of an ounce (the bee hummingbird) to more than 300 pounds (the ostrich). A bird’s compact lungs connect to air sacs that branch out through its body, an amazingly efficient respiratory system that allows a migrating swan to fly at 20,000 feet in altitude and a Ruby-Throated Hummingbird to beat its wings up to seventy times a second. This efficient respiratory system, along with a high metabolism, also accounts for birds’ extreme sensitivity to breathing toxic substances. Birds are so susceptible to toxic gases that historically, coal miners were able to rely on this avian attribute to save their own lives. They took canaries down into the mines with them to serve as an early detection system: the birds’ demise warned them of the presence of deadly gases.
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Birds delight us with their gorgeous variety of colors. The metallic green-blue sheen of this Muscovy duck’s feathers stems from their light-absorbing and light-reflecting surface structure.


In an eggshell, birds—and our ducks—are feathered, flying, toothless dinosaurs.







SPECIFIC WATERFOWL TRAITS 


Although lots of birds spend time around water, what we normally refer to as waterfowl are swimming game birds in the family Anatidae: ducks and their larger relatives, geese and swans. About 150 species of waterfowl are found throughout the world, occupying every continent except Antarctica. More than fifty of these species inhabit North America, most of them migratory to some degree. In their wild state, these talented birds rule the waters, swimming, diving, and dabbling (that   is, feeding in shallow water). But they can fly high in the sky and waddle across land with varying degrees of success as well.
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Like all swans, this elegant Mute swan belongs to the family Anatidae, which also includes the swan’s water-loving relatives, ducks and geese. Birds in this family are often referred to as waterfowl.
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The Canada goose, a relative of the domestic duck and a common visitor to North American parks and lakes, is just one of approximately 150 species of waterfowl found throughout the world.


All waterfowl, domestic and wild, share certain important physiological traits and behaviors. Here’s a speedy overview of the ones that will help you better understand the domestic duck.







WEBBED FEET AND DUCK BILLS 


Look at a Mallard, and you see a bird built for a semiaquatic life. Large webbed feet propel its streamlined body along the surface of lakes and keep it from sinking into the soft mud of marshes and estuaries. Its short legs sit toward the middle of its belly, allowing the duck to walk on land and achieve an explosive takeoff from water. By contrast, a heavier diving duck such as the Merganser has legs situated back near the tail and needs a running start to get airborne.



Biological Classification



Kingdom: Animalia (animals)



Phylum: Chordata (animals with backbones)



Class: Aves (birds)



Order: Anseriformes (ducks, geese, and swans)



Family: Anatidae (ducks, geese, and swans)



Tribe: Cairinini (perching ducks) for the Muscovy


Anatini (surface-feeding ducks) for Mallard-derived breeds



Genus, Species, and Subspecies: Cairina moschata (Muscovy); Anas platyrhynchos domesticus (Mallard derivatives )
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Using their bills as sifters, a wild Mallard pair dabbles for aquatic insects and plants on a quiet lake.


Now check out that funny-looking bill, yellow in the Mallard male (or drake), orange and black in the female (or duck). Mallards and their domestic descendants are called dabbling ducks or puddle ducks. At times, they submerge themselves completely, but more often, they bob around on top of shallow bodies of water, using their broad bills to dabble for floating plant material, bugs, and mosquito larvae. They also tip tails-up to scrounge around in the mud, sifting out the edibles with their lamellae—comblike plates lining the upper and lower bills. That big bill works on land, too, where the Mallard waddles around using it to tug at tender grass, gobble up berries and seeds, and nab slugs and snails.







FINE FEATHERS 


Like our hair, duck feathers and down are made up of dead cells that are pushed up from the epidermis as new cells grow underneath. Composed mainly of a protein called keratin, feathers come in many lovely hues. Two main factors influence plumage color: the type of pigment  deposited during feather development, and the light-reflecting and light-absorbing surface qualities of the feathers.



Duck Types


National Geographic’s Field Guide to the Birds of North America divides ducklike waterfowl into the following eight types:


 




Whistling Ducks: Upright and gooselike, these ducks are characterized by their distinctive, high-pitched whistles.



Perching Ducks: Perchers like the Muscovy and Wood duck frequent wooded areas, forage on the water surface, and perch in trees.



Dabbling Ducks: Dabblers glean food from the surface of shallow bodies of water or by tipping tails-up to snag underwater edibles. Members include the Mallard, the Pintail, and most domestic duck breeds.



Pochards: Heavy-bodied diving ducks in this group include the Canvasback and Redhead.



Eiders: These big northern ducks have a dense coat of down to keep them warm as they dive for food in the frigid sea.



Sea Ducks: This ocean-loving group of divers includes the stocky Surf Scoter and the Harlequin duck.



Mergansers: These streamlined waterfowl with thin serrated bills are superb divers and fish catchers.



Stiff-tailed Ducks: The only common species of this type in North America, the stocky Ruddy duck uses its stiffly upright tail as a rudder when it dives.





Adult ducks molt their old, worn feathers—including their flight feathers—once a year as bright new ones gradually come in. This annual casting off of feathers, called the postnuptial molt, normally occurs after the breeding season. During this time, which may last from one to two months, ducks are unable to fly, making them the perfect lunch for a hungry predator. No doubt, this is where the term sitting duck originated. For some duck species such as the Mallard, however, nature has provided an ingenious solution to the problem: as the drakes lose their gaudy feathers in a summer eclipse molt, they take on a camouflaging brown plumage   similar to the females’—a lifesaving adaptation when they’re incapable of flying. A second molt during fall returns them to their former dapper selves.
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This mixed flock of iridescent black Cayugas, white Pekin, and white Muscovies (background) illustrates two extremes of feather coloring in ducks.


[image: 011]


This once-colorful Mallard drake (in background) has undergone his summer eclipse molt, adopting the drabber coloration of the female Mallard in the foreground. At a time when he’s unable to fly and so is more vulnerable to predators, this color change could save his life.


Feathers are vital to a bird. They enable flight, of course, but they also conserve body heat, protect the skin, and help a duck stay afloat by trapping air. Ditto for the soft down that makes ducklings so cute.


To function well, feathers must be kept clean, and ducks need no bribing to take regular baths. While domestic ducks can survive without water to bathe in, they feel and look their best when provided proper bath facilities. Besides, watching waterfowl bathe is one of the chief joys of having them on your farm. They happily dip their heads beneath the water over and over, beating their wings to make a glittering rainbow spray. Ducks know how to have fun!


All birds spend time each day preening their feathers, but for water-loving birds such as ducks, feather preening is much more than just a lengthy beauty routine—it’s a matter of life and death. Feathers and down must keep a duck’s body warm and dry even when the bird dips for pond plants on a frigid winter day. This means the bird must groom each feather meticulously into place and   regularly distribute oil from its uropygial gland (or preen gland, as it is also called) over the plumage so it will repel water.
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The preening Pekin pair pictured here may look vain, but their meticulous feather grooming has a life-saving purpose: to distribute waterrepelling oil and relock feather barbules so their plumage will keep them warm and dry.


Watch any duck emerge from a bath, and you’ll see a whole lot of tail, body, and wing shaking going on. The duck will get busy, scratching at its feathers with its bill and toenails to reposition and relock the barbules and trap in an insulating layer of air; ruffling its feathers to expose the oil gland above the tail; and repeatedly rubbing its head and bill against the gland to release the oil. Then you’ll see it distributing this oil throughout the wing and tail feathers by combing them through its bill.







DUCK BEHAVIOR 


Like wolves, bison, and humans, most ducks are social animals. You see them in huge feeding or migrating flocks, courting pairs, or mother-and-duckling families, but you rarely see them alone, except in the case of a duck incubating her eggs.


Flocking behavior has its pros and cons. On the one hand, birds living in a large group are at increased risk of disease. They also run the risk of wiping out their food supply. Another danger is that a quacking, fluttering flock will more likely attract a predator’s attention than will a single duck floating quietly among the cattails. On the other hand, individual birds within a flock can spend less time watching for predators and more time foraging—a major advantage when it comes to survival and breeding. It’s also possible that the hectic, noisy flight of many ducks could confuse a prowling coyote or attacking eagle long enough for the entire flock to make its getaway. The duck’s powerful flocking instinct is a definite plus for duck keepers; it facilitates the task of herding the birds from place to place.



Did You Know?


Pigments and surface structure give feathers their amazing range of colors. Pigments called melanins, for example, generally produce shades of black and brown, while carotenoids create bright red, yellow, and orange. Pure white feathers have no pigment at all. Pigments can mingle to produce other feather colors, too. Birds manufacture some pigments internally; they obtain others from the flowers, roots, seeds, and fruits that they eat.


The external structure of the feather is another factor affecting its color. Blue is produced entirely through structural effects. And it gets even more complicated: pigments and structural effects together can result in a color, for instance, yellow pigment combined with blue structural color produces green, one of the more complex feather colors. Iridescent sheens result when minuscule surface patterns on the feathers interfere with the absorption or reflection of light waves.





Ducks living together establish a pecking order just as chickens do, with one duck at the top ruling the flock; one duck at the bottom of the hierarchy; and everybody else in between. During  mating season, wild ducks usually form pairs, performing elaborate courtship rituals that culminate in nest building, egg laying, and incubation of the eggs by the female duck. Domesticated drakes have apparently had this pairing instinct bred out of them; they are more likely to mate indiscriminately with any females in the flock.


Downy ducklings are precocial, meaning that once they recover from the strenuous hatching process (usually within a day or so), they’re up on their little webbed feet, ready to leave the nest and search for their own food. Compare these independent babes with the altricial young of some other birds, such as the robin, that emerge naked and helpless. It’s a good thing ducklings are so self-sufficient, too: although mother ducks do form an attachment to their young that lasts for almost a month, they’re not nearly as attentive and protective as mother geese are.







DUCK ANCESTRY 


There are thirteen species of perching duck and thirty-nine species of dabbling duck that can be found throughout the world. Domestic ducks, the kind you commonly see on our farms today, descend from two species only—the wild Muscovy and the common Mallard. The Muscovy’s large size no doubt made it a natural choice for domestication as a meat bird. As for the Mallard, this species may have been singled out for domestication because it was common and because it easily adapted to living near humans.
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An attentive mother Muscovy watches over her precocial ducklings. Unlike altricial birds such as the Robin, ducklings start exploring their world and feeding themselves within a few days of hatching.



Durck Trivia



• Not all ducks quack. Muscovies make hissing and whistling sounds.

• Ducks can drown. Ducklings are especially vulnerable to drowning if they are unable to climb out of a pool or water container.

• Ducks can be half-awake—literally. A duck can sleep with one eye open and the other shut. One hemisphere of the bird’s brain sleeps while the other one (controlling that open eye) remains alert and watchful.

• A duck can fly up to sixty miles per hour. Normal cruising speed is about twenty to thirty miles per hour.

• Ducks can live fifteen to twenty years. But most duck lives are cut short, either killed by predators or slaughtered for meat.

• A flock of ducks goes by other names. A group of ducks is also known as a raft, a paddling, a flush, and a team.











WILD MUSCOVY (CAIRINA MOSCHATA) 


Tentatively classified as a perching duck, this large, strange long-tailed duck of the tropics is the ancestor of the domestic Muscovy. Characterized by black plumage with an iridescent sheen and flashy white wing patches, the species inhabits wooded wetland areas from the Rio Grande in southern Texas, through Mexico, and all the way down to Central and South America. The male has black and red facial skin around the beak and eyes, and both sexes possess powerful claws to help them perch in trees. These nonmigratory waterfowl congregate in pairs or small flocks and prefer to nest in tree cavities and boxes. Their eclectic diet includes aquatic and terrestrial plants, insects, crustaceans, small fish, and reptiles.


According to some sources, the Incas of Peru domesticated Muscovies centuries ago, keeping them as pestcontrolling pets and suppliers of feathers, eggs, and meat. Spanish conquistadors took these hefty ducks back with them from Columbia to Spain during the 1500s; from there, Muscovies were eventually imported to Africa, Asia, Australia, and North America. Along the way, this bird acquired many names, including Barbary duck, Brazilian duck, Turkish duck, Pato, and Guinea duck.







COMMON MALLARD (ANAS PLATYRHYNCHOS) 


All other farm ducks descend from the wild Mallard, thought to have been domesticated in China about four thousand years ago. The Mallard is a common dabbling duck that breeds on and   around shallow wetlands throughout North America and other parts of the Northern Hemisphere. Chances are you’ve encountered these adaptable birds at a park, a zoo pond, or a farm field near your home.
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A dapper wild Mallard drake shows off his yellow bill, iridescent green head, white neck collar, and chestnut breast as he glides across a lake.



Duck Intelligence


Humans used to think all birds were birdbrains. Nowadays, we’re more enlightened, thanks to a slew of studies showing our feathered friends to be far more intelligent than once believed. Pigeons, for instance, have been reported to memorize more than 700 visual patterns. Crows pass knowledge to their young. They also use tools—twigs, for example (in certain captive studies, the crows bent wire into hooks and used these to obtain food). Parrots don’t just mimic; they have been shown to communicate with human words they’ve learned. Avian intelligence varies considerably, though, as anyone who has ever met a pheasant can attest. So where do ducks rank? I couldn’t find any studies done specifically on waterfowl, but I know they can learn to come when called, something my dog has trouble mastering. They also learn from the actions of their flock mates: I’ve observed a very shy young Muscovy watch her tame mother take treats from my hand and soon start doing the same.





Even neophyte duck watchers have little problem identifying this popular game species. Mallard males flaunt shimmering green heads, white collars, chestnut breasts, and orange legs and feet. When they explode into flight, the drakes flash vivid blue wing bars, bordered with white and black, called speculums. The female duck, which also brandishes a speculum, has subtle penciled-brown plumage that helps camouflage her as she sits on her eggs.


Mallards dine on a wide variety of foods, including acorns, grass, duckweed, fruits, algae, tadpoles, frogs, tiny fish, leeches, mosquito larvae, and crayfish. The female usually makes a shallow nest in cloaking vegetation near the water, where she lays a clutch of seven to ten eggs.







ARE DUCKS RIGHT FOR YOU? 


Now that you’ve been properly introduced to the amazing duck, you probably feel it’s high time you zipped off to the feed store and nabbed some powder-puff ducklings. Not so fast! While a small duck flock can be a terrific addition to the farm, these birds have some characteristics that can drive an unprepared farmer to distraction. Before deciding to keep ducks, consider the following:







DUCKS ARE MESSY 


There’s a reason Martha Stewart raises chickens and not ducks. Ducks consume a lot of food and water, and it all has to go somewhere. To put it plainly, these fowl produce copious amounts of wet droppings that have a truly unpleasant odor. During molting periods, their feathers and down fly far and wide. Ducks also love to dabble messily in  their food dishes (thus attracting rodents), in their water containers, and in the puddles around their swimming holes. Too many ducks occupying too small an area can bring stinky ruin down on your farm and negatively impact groundwater and wetlands. On the bright side, proper management can keep the mess to a minimum, and all that duck manure makes great fertilizer!



Advice from the Farm


Pros and Cons of Duck Ownership


Our experts discuss the practicalities of duck farming.
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Ducks Need Water


“One disadvantage of having ducks is that they do need a steady water source. People have reported being able to manage them without adequate pools for bathing, but that’s not something I condone. Water is vitally important to ducks (they are known as waterfowl for a reason!), as it helps them stay healthy and keeps their feathers in good condition. Ducks that are given steady access to fresh, clean water rarely suffer from external parasites.”


—Cat Dreiling


 



Dealing with Quacks


“The females of most duck breeds quack incessantly; if you keep a yard light on all night, they’ll stay up all night and quack. I started out with various breeds: Indian Runners, Blue Swedish, Rouens, Pekins. I enjoyed them all but got tired of the constant loud quacking. Then someone gave me a mixed batch of ducklings, some of which made a pleasing sort of whistling sound instead of a quack. I was sold on Muscovies!”


—Melissa Peteler


 



 



Be a Good Neighbor


“The primary drawback to raising almost any kind of poultry today is the increasing frequency of restrictive ordinances, even in small towns. Be a good neighbor by keeping your birds clean and quiet. Keep them inside their housing until a decent time of morning. Landscape around duck pens and runs. Good landscaping can hide the pens from view as well as reduce noise. Planting ornamentals around a pen can also dress up the area. Share your surplus eggs.”



—Lou Horton 











DUCKS CAN BE NOISY 


Some folks love the quacking of a flock of ducks because it reminds them of the country; others prefer that ducks be seen and not heard. If you or your neighbors are sensitive to quacking, you might want to steer clear of gabby Call, Pekin, or Mallard females. Drakes of all dabbling duck breeds are less talkative. Muscovies are completely quackless: the drakes make a hissing sound and the females emit soft whistles and squeaks unless they’re upset about something, in which case they might squawk. You can also mute the cacophony somewhat with landscaping or a solid fence. We’ll look further into how to choose the right ducks in chapter 2.
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