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  Foreword




  Scientific study of the behavior of ducks on the breeding grounds in the Canadian prairies was undertaken by the Delta Waterfowl Research Station in Manitoba more than a decade ago. That was the first attempt on this continent to go into the basic breeding ecology of the ducks of the west, and since that time, much valuable management data have been accumulated.




  Prior to 1945, no such effort had been made to study the breeding ecology of the ducks breeding in eastern Canada, the main source of the waterfowl of the Atlantic Flyway. In that year, Bruce S. Wright was engaged by Ducks Unlimited to undertake a study of the breeding ecology of the Black Duck, an assignment which developed into the present Northeastern Wildlife Station. The work of this station, which is operated by the Wildlife Management Institute, is supported by numerous cooperators including Ducks Unlimited, Canadian Industries, Ltd., the University of New Brunswick, New Brunswick Department of Lands and Mines, U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Canadian Wildlife Service, and National Research Council of Canada.




  The study of the Black Duck has been a major project of this Station, and during the past nine years, Mr. Wright and his associates have followed Black Ducks from Florida to Ungava Bay, and from Lake Manitoba to the bleak shores of the Avalon Pensinsula of Newfoundland. This manuscript, the result of these studies, should furnish basic information upon which a sound management program can be based. It should be of particular interest to all wildfowlers and wildlife workers in the Atlantic Flyway.
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  Preface




  There appear to be two fairly distinct populations of the Black Duck. The first is the northeastern population, which is essentially maritime, nesting from New England to Ungava Bay and wintering on the northern half of the Atlantic seaboard. The second and largest is the western population, nesting in the area drained by the Great Lakes and James Bay and wintering on the southern half of the Atlantic seaboard and in the Mississippi valley and the Gulf coast.




  Although the first population is the smaller of the two, it is in this northeastern region that the Black Duck reaches the peak of its importance. Here it is outstanding as the number one game duck of the flyway, but in the other regions it is mixed with all the ducks from the prairie breeding grounds and consequently diminishes in importance. It is proper, therefore, that this work should pay more attention to the northeastern population than to the western. The detail of the breeding ecology was gathered in the northeast, but data from all parts of the range are included in the other sections.




  Introduction




  The Canvasback has been called the “gold standard” of the central and western ducks, and so is the magnificent Black Duck the ‘‘gold standard” of the eastern wildfowler. Its wariness and intelligence have enabled it to survive and almost hold its own in the most densely populated areas of the continent. It undoubtedly was one of the first game species to be shot by the original settlers, as it frequents the shores of the eastern seaboard where they landed and hewed out their homes from the forest. And, to this day, it is to be found in the backwoods ponds and streams in the remaining sparsely settled portions of its range.




  In the great wilderness of the Labrador peninsula it breeds as completely oblivious of the presence of man as it would on the moon, because over most of that great area there are no men present during the breeding season. Thus it lives in the two extremes of relationship with man. It winters on the thickly populated Atlantic seaboard and west to the Mississippi, and it summers in one of the least known and least travelled regions on the continent, the great triangle of land that stretches eleven hundred miles north from Montreal to Cape Wolstenholme and a thousand miles west from Battle Harbour on the Labrador coast to Moosonee on James Bay, and up the west coast of Hudson’s Bay at least as far as the Thelon River. East of the Bay is the principal breeding area, a region of over six hundred thousand square miles, and in it the ducks breed without serious interference from man. The natives are trappers who spend their summers at trading posts on the coast, or about the few posts still operating in the interior. They return to their hunting grounds in the fall just before the freeze-up, and by then the young ducks are awing, and the southward migration has begun.




  This vast untouched area is the Black Duck’s main strong hold, but it also breeds in numbers farther south in the settled areas of Canada and the northern states. Formerly many birds were produced in the middle Atlantic States, but today the great majority are produced in the north. It is from the southern part of the breeding range that what we know of the breeding habits of the bird has been gleaned. Many a trout fisherman has looked up suddenly at the unexpected whistle of wings of a pair of flaring blacks that have zoomed over him in their strenuous courtship flight, climbing in the blue May sky, silver-lined wings flashing in the brilliant sunshine. That is a sight to stir the blood of the most calloused.




  The quiet glide of the canoe along the lilypads of some spruce-rimmed lake in June, when the mosquitoes are getting bad and you are concentrating on keeping your fly moving properly, is often shattered by the loud splash and scurry of a female black frantically feigning injury in front of the bow as her ducklings scatter and race for the weeds. You laugh and toss your fly at her and paddle on around the point and leave her with that precious family in their little cove. As the sun goes down and you are paddling back to camp, trailing a small spinner for bass, you see the ducklings chasing insects among the bulrushes while the mother keeps well outside and, with neck outstretched, keeps her keen eye on the canoe.




  Later in the summer as you stand on the Island of Orleans Bridge below Quebec on a still August afternoon, you see rafts of these splendid ducks, with their young now awing, waiting in the main river for dusk before flying into the marsh to feed. They come out of every creek and stream as soon as the young can swim the distance, and out of the back lakes as soon as they can fly, to the great marshes of the St. Lawrence to grow strong for their first long journey south. The Blue-winged Teal already are concentrating in the river marshes and soon will be off, but the hardy blacks are not in such a hurry. They will stay until cold weather forces them to move up stream to the more sheltered waters of Lake St. Peter and the upper river. There they will stay until freeze-up.




  It was against such a backdrop that I first came to know and admire Black Ducks more than twenty years ago. That was in 1928, and since then, with the exception of four years of war, I have spent every summer and fall in some of the best breeding areas in southeastern Canada. For the past ten of these twenty years I have kept fairly detailed fieldnotes, and in 1945 when Ducks Unlimited decided to explore the possibilities of extending their operations to the breeding grounds of the Atlantic Flyway, I was engaged as their representative in the Maritimes and Quebec. I was directed to undertake a study of the breeding ecology of the Black Duck to find out what, if anything, could be done to improve breeding conditions in this section of the flyway.




  I was on demobilization leave from the Royal Canadian Navy at the time, and I had just returned from the Far East. The routine of getting demobilized from the Navy, acquiring an outfit in wartime, and hiring a man to go with me, delayed the start until mid-July, but on July 16, 1945, the first day's fieldwork was done in the estuary of the St. John River in New Brunswick. The long slow process of gathering data had begun.




  Two years later I was able to report to my employers that in my opinion there was no need for habitat improvement projects on the breeding grounds at their present state of stocking. However, there appeared to be a great discrepancy between our knowledge of the breeding ecology of the eastern breeding species and that of those of the western prairies. Until more detailed information was available regarding many points of the Black Duck’s breeding ecology, intelligently planned management could not go forward. I therefore recommended that a waterfowl research station similar to the Delta Waterfowl Research Station in Manitoba be set up in eastern Canada to make detailed studies of the breeding waterfowl of the region.




  This recommendation was acted upon, and in 1947 the Wildlife Management Institute of Washington, D. C., in cooperation with Ducks Unlimited, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the University of New Brunswick, founded the Northeastern Wildlife Station on the campus of that University at Fredericton. A five-year waterfowl research program was set up and this book contains the results of these studies. It is offered as a basis for future management planning in the eastern section of the Atlantic Flyway in particular, but it also includes data from all parts of the range of the Black Duck.
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  Chapter I




  North and Away!




  ONE DAY in early March, the Boston train was pulling into New York City, and it had just crossed the great arched bridge bringing it into the city proper from the suburbs. I was leaning back in my seat and watching the massed ranks of brick and concrete buildings, and giving thanks to God that my lot had not been cast amid these human ant-hills. I was on my way to a meeting of wild-life specialists in Washington, and as the train rolled toward Grand Central Station, and just before it entered the tunnels, my glance fell upon a small point of land jutting out into the harbor. On its extreme end was the only patch of ground in sight which had not been subjugated to mankind with concrete or asphalt, and the reason was soon apparent. On the landward end of the point were the settling ponds of what appeared to be a sewerage disposal plant. Beyond the fenced in ponds of swirling water were about a hundred yards of field ending in two rocky points of old broken-down stone piers, which extended out into the harbor forming between them a rounded bay of possibly fifty yards in diameter.




  In this bay I saw about half a dozen black spots. As I watched with wonder they rose into the air simultaneously with that characteristic upward bound I knew so well, and to confirm their identification, the white flashes of the underwing coverts were visible as they circled to gain altitude, silhouetted against the television aerials of the apartment houses across the water, and headed down the harbor toward the open sea.




  Here were wild Black Ducks, one of the most wary and intelligent of all our native game birds, using a small pond near the very heart of one of the greatest metropolitan areas in the world. This was no park where the ducks had become tame by artificial feeding. They were feeding on their normal winter diet of algae and snails on the rocks of the old wharves.




  For the rest of my journey I thought long and respectfully about these birds which could live and forage from the barren shores of Labrador and Ungava to the back doors of Manhattan, and I wondered just how much the activities of man really do affect their annual changes in abundance. I decided to follow them through their annual life cycle, and this is what I learned.


  SPRING FLIGHT


  The blacks that flushed from the pond beyond the sewerage disposal plant flew out to the sea and joined the northward movement of all the waterfowl along the coast. This movement starts in February, and the vanguard of the migration keeps pace with the northward movement of the spring thaw. Black Ducks winter from the south coast of Newfoundland and the Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia south to northern Florida and the Mississippi delta, but the birds from the northeastern portions of the breeding grounds winter on the Atlantic seaboard from Newfoundland to Cape Hatteras. Some stragglers stay as far north as open water will permit, as evidenced by a fat and apparently healthy Black Duck shot by an Indian ten miles north of Mingan on the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence on February 20, 1940.




  By March 25, in an average year, the migration has reached beyond the coast of southern New Brunswick. Saint John Harbour, Mace’s Bay and Musquash Harbour have been full of birds for several weeks, since there has been no open water inland. When there has been open water in the St. John River at Oak Point, it has held a wintering population of American Goldeneyes all winter, and now blacks and Canada Geese have joined them and are crowding the edge of the ice toward Mistake Point. The geese come out to graze in the stubble on the extreme end of Mistake Point, and the advance scouts of the blacks have penetrated 90 miles inland to the head of the estuary at Fredericton by April 1 in their search for open water.




  The inland migration from the Mississippi valley and southeastern states has reached southern Ontario about the same time that the coastal migration has reached the head of the Bay of Fundy. By April 15 the whole length of the St. Lawrence has been covered, and the vanguard has reached Anti-costi in the Gulf, and Mingan on the North Shore.
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