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DABBLING DUCKS


A helpful way to categorize ducks is by the way they feed. Dabbling ducks lower their heads, necks, and chests into the water while tipping their tail feathers up above the water’s surface to feed on plant material, and occasionally small animals. They dive, but very infrequently. Sometimes called puddle ducks, dabbling ducks are usually found in shallow water: streams or ponds or along the edges of rivers and lakes. Because they can get airborne straight out of the water without a running start, they often prefer small pockets of water shielded by surrounding vegetation. Most dabblers are comfortable walking on dry land.
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male Mallard

















Mallard


Anas platyrhynchos
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female





Easily the most familiar, abundant, and widely distributed duck in North America. Stocky and heavy-looking in the air, Mallards are found just about anywhere there is water to swim in.


Adult males are instantly recognizable. They have a large dark green head, a heavy yellow bill about as long as the head is wide, and a chestnut-brown breast. A thin white necklace separates the head and breast. The flanks and wings are pale gray, and the rump and undertail coverts (the small feathers that cover the longer main tail feathers) are black. The tail is two-toned: The outermost tail feathers are white, while those in the center are black and, unique among ducks, noticeably curly.


Female Mallards lack the males’ color and curly tail feathers. They are mottled brown all over. A prominent dark line extends from their bill through the eye. Females could be mistaken for American Black Ducks but for their bills: The Mallard’s is orange, and its center is black. The black duck’s bill is olive on females and greenish yellow on males, but never orange.


The speculum—the colored patch of feathers on the wings of many dabbling ducks—offers another point of distinction. Iridescent violet-blue, it resembles the patch on the back, or trailing, edge of the American Black Duck’s wing but is framed top and bottom with bold white bars.
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domestic Mallard
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Mallard x American Black Duck hybrid


© RICHARD CROSSLEY/VIREO





Mallards interbreed often with American Black Ducks. If you come across a duck whose plumage combines features of both species, you may be looking at a hybrid. Hybrids are recorded frequently in the Northeast. Domestic Mallards, also quite common, are splotched with varying amounts of black and white, creating a piebald appearance.


LOOK FOR a metallic green head, a chestnut-brown breast, black curly tail feathers, and a violet-blue speculum.














American Black Duck


Anas rubripes
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The American Black Duck is a large dabbling duck and one of the darkest in North America. From tail to breast, it is uniformly blackish brown. Its face is gray-brown, distinguished only by a dark crown and a thin, dark eye stripe. Black ducks do have white feathers that line the lower surface of their wings and contrast sharply with the duck’s dark body, but they can be seen only when the bird flies. Otherwise, they remain hidden from view. Even the American Black Duck’s iridescent bluish purple speculum looks dark. It resembles the violet-blue patch on the trailing edge of the Mallard’s wing but is bordered in black. The Mallard’s speculum is framed top and bottom with white bars.


Adult male and female American Black Ducks look similar. To distinguish one from the other, check the color of their bills: The male’s is greenish yellow; the female’s is olive.


LOOK FOR a large, blackish brown duck with white wing linings, visible in flight.














Mottled Duck


Anas fulvigula




[image: ]


adults





The Mottled Duck is a relative of both the American Black Duck and the Mallard, and it shares a strong family resemblance to each. The overall shape of all three birds is similar, and (except for the male Mallard) each has a dark body and a noticeably lighter head marked with a crown stripe and an eye stripe.


Mottled Ducks have warm brown edges on their body feathers, buff-brown heads, and pale crowns, so they appear lighter in overall tone than American Black Ducks. Moreover, their speculum is iridescent blue-green; on the black duck, it is bluish purple. Nonetheless, these two species are nearly impossible to distinguish when viewed in flight or from afar. Happily, for the most part, Mottled Ducks stay in discrete parts of the continent. They are year-round residents of southern Florida and the Gulf coast of Alabama, Louisiana, Texas, and northern Mexico, but they hardly ever are found outside these areas.


If geography doesn’t help, tell Mottled Ducks from female Mallards by their overall tone. Mottled Ducks are darker: Their tail is uniformly dark, they lack the bold white bars that frame the Mallard’s speculum, and their bill is either bright yellow (in males) or dull yellow (in females).


LOOK FOR blackish brown body feathers with warm brown edges and an iridescent blue-green speculum without white edges.














Gadwall


Anas strepera
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The Gadwall is a plain-looking, medium-size duck whose best field mark is a general lack of field marks. Males may show a bit of chestnut on the upper wings but otherwise wear a refined, uniform gray. Even their bill is slate gray. Black feathers above and below the tail give the Gadwall a debonair, two-toned appearance: gray on top and the sides and black behind.


You will find Gadwalls in ponds and marshes throughout the north-central United States, most often while they are dabbling—foraging on underwater stems and leaves. They do this without submerging completely. Rather, like other dabblers, they lever their tails up into the air and tip their heads, necks, and most, but not all, of their bodies beneath the water’s surface.


Female Gadwalls are mottled brown, so they look little like males and much like other female dabbling ducks, especially Mallards, but their bill is distinctive. Look for a gray center stripe and orange-yellow sides. And study the upper surface of their wings: Male and female Gadwalls alike have distinctive bright white panels on the trailing edges. Obvious on birds in flight, the patches are harder to see but usually still visible when the duck is swimming. No other dabbling duck has similar white wing patches.


LOOK FOR a mostly gray duck with a black rump and, especially in flight, bright white patches on the wings.
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Northern Pintail


Anas acuta




[image: ]


male





Elegant Northern Pintails are abundant in the West; over half of the species’ North American population migrates through California. Pintails have long, narrow wings, long necks, and small heads, and they often fly in line formation. When they fly, watch for a thin white border on the trailing edge of their wings adjacent to the body.


Male pintails in breeding plumage wear stately attire. Their head is the color of chocolate, their breast and underparts are white, their flanks and back are gray. Two black central tail feathers, the inspiration for the duck’s name, extend far beyond an otherwise gray tail. (The Long-tailed Duck, a species found on the open ocean, is the only other North American duck with a tail anything like it. Location easily distinguishes the two: Pintails favor ponds and marshes.) Look closely at the male pintail’s neck for another telling field mark: On either side, a narrow white stripe runs up from the chest to the back of the head. The male’s bill is black with bluish gray stripes on the sides.
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female





Female pintails possess a pointed tail but lack the male’s greatly elongated tail feathers. They have a buff-brown body; a plain-looking, buff head; and a dark gray bill. No other female dabbling duck has a neck so long and thin and a face so plain.


LOOK FOR a slender duck with a long tail, brown head, and long neck with white stripes on either side.
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