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Preface

_______________

What in this world were we thinking when we decided to write a new waterfowl hunting how-to book? Answer: there are a lot of new hunters afield and they could use some solid, up-to-date, twenty-first-century hunting information salted with well over a hundred years we accumulated during the century gone by. Welcome folks! Some of the factors that have improved waterfowl hunting for everyone include the expansion of electronic communications, information access, and entertainment; improved Internet search engines that have made all this information readily available; improvements in the availability of ducks and geese; real-time, accurate information on bird migrations and on weather patterns; plus, travel is now reasonably affordable, so that a dream trip to a faraway or not-so-faraway hunting mecca is within the reach of those of us of modest means. These are the new good old days. Credit goes to a lot of people who care. The ending of the drought down the center of North America sure hasn’t hurt either.

We believe that the fascinating world of waterfowl hunting (or wildfowling or waterfowling, if you prefer) has been, up to now, too wide and too deep to be covered in detail by a single volume. It would take a better library than most of us could assemble, much less read and assimilate, and still fit some hunting and practice shooting into our schedule. The solutions up to now have either been a very general coverage of the big picture, or a more detailed effort that covers a specific aspect of waterfowl hunting, such as identification; calling and decoying; wingshooting; retriever training; boats; and decoy arrangements. This book is intended to be different, to cover it all in as much detail as the reader can stand. We’ve made pointers throughout for the reader to combine all of that information with our years of inexperience. The interesting terms can be searched on the Internet. Using search engines, you can turn these words into your own gargantuan library. Limitless information, experience, and, sometimes, informative opinions reside, online, just waiting for you. Most of the terms can be found in topic headings.

Internet or not, we’ll cover the total spectrum of waterfowl hunting. We’ll cover it in enough detail for you to know what’s going on, to be able to go hunting on your own, then dive into any specialty as far as you can stand. We’ve intended to hit all of the topics. There are detailed instructions to help you adequately master the fundamentals of all aspects of hunting ducks and geese. There are practice techniques designed to make you consistently successful. The emphasis is on ducks and geese because that’s what most hunters are after.

We follow a progression: simple and inexpensive to begin, then progressively more complicated and not so inexpensive. This approach will help you gain experience and decide if you want to take the next steps as you become ready on your own. As an alternative, you can assimilate that progression through these pages and begin greater adventures with the assistance of professional outfitters and guides. Most waterfowl hunters seem to progress eventually into specializing in a specific type of waterfowl hunting: ducks or geese; small or big water; lots of hunting of familiar local areas or a few long-anticipated adventures in remote locations; or, the eternal amateur, always sampling something different. Newcomers to the waterfowl hunting world, and maybe some of the old-timers who’ve fallen into a rut, could use an up-to-date source of information and instructions for all aspects of the sport.

We recommend that the beginner first go after ducks on small waters. Why? Why not make it about hunting ducks everywhere? Here’s the deal. If you can’t get ’em on small water, you can’t get ’em anywhere. Solve that, and you’re ready to handle the corollary, which is where the real wisdom resides. If you can get ’em on small water, you can get ’em anywhere, from small water close to home to far marshes or big waters. Far, really far, extends to every continent around the globe. But we’ll try to contain ourselves to our own backyard: North America.

Our intent is to make this project the waterfowl hunting guide for everybody: for the casual reader with a beginning interest in the topic, it can be reviewed by scanning the illustrations and reading the captions to get the general idea the easy, entertaining way; for the reader seriously thinking about or committed to that first hunt, or who has made a few trips without having any luck, it’s our take on how to be successful; finally, for the dedicated, experienced, hell-bent hunter, there will be at least some stuff you haven’t seen before.


Introduction

_______________

First get the feel; then the facts.

The Essence of the Hunt

We’ll approach duck and goose hunting the way a marsh comes out of the dark and haze of early morning. Let’s say it’s your first time duck hunting, probably with a duck hunting friend. You set up and get all ready and it’s so dark you can’t see a duck unless it lands in your lap; then you can see the old dog, actually almost in your lap, turning his head and looking with his ears; you see that the black above is turning dark gray; then there’s water to your front; the bank and the shapes of your hunting buddies off to the side come into view, then the decoys. Suddenly it’s shooting light. “Shootin’ time?” “Time’s good.” The Lab turns to look downwind to our front. He whines. Shapes whistle in. “Take ’em!” Slightly felt recoil and orange spouts of flame into the dark. “Baaackkk!” The dog explodes into the water. And you’re seeing dark turn to simple shapes that turn to marsh below and limitless sky above. Starting from blackness, you can now see and feel it all.

We’ll start with the progression mentioned in the preface, the least complicated, least expensive duck and goose hunting, and cover it in detail; then we’ll progress into duck hunting as a shared experience with good companions close to home, or as high adventure, with tips on how to survive it.

Ducks and Geese

Ducks and geese have optimally adapted to their aquatic habitat over a very long time. Theirs is predominately a terrestrial world on a transcontinental scale, yet their habitat consists of the aquatic nooks and niches scattered across or narrowly stretching through the expanses of dry land. For many, habitat will include feeding areas in cultivated fields.

According to the fossil record, the history of waterfowl goes all the way back to a time when birds were evolving from specialized dinosaurs. Fast-forward about 100 million years, give or take, up to the present. The current dominant species have recently evolved during the extended period of recurring ice ages punctuated by periods of abrupt warming cycles. A short while back, on the timescale we’re using, humans came upon the scene. Prior to written history, subsistence hunting with primitive gear and equipment came to include waterfowl hunting. The few decoys preserved and uncovered would indicate that primitive hunters used some of the same methods, if not the same equipment, as the bunch going out early tomorrow morning. Within the micro-time of present human history, there has been overexploitation of waterfowl resources followed by a conservation movement actively supported by waterfowl hunters.

Duck and Goose Habitat on the Continental Scale

Ducks, geese, and other waterfowl make continental-scale migrations in order to utilize natural resources throughout the annual cycle of bounty during spring and summer in the North, then head south to escape the cold and ice and exploit the resources of their southern range in fall and winter. It should be noted that ducks and geese are not overly susceptible to the cold; some sea duck species even spend the winter in the arctic ice, diving deep to feed on mollusks. But the majority of species feed on aquatic vegetation, grain, nuts, and small aquatic animals that either become absent and/or inaccessible by thick snow and ice.

Duck and Goose Habitat on the Predator Attack and Shotgun Range Scale

Along and at either end of the continental-scale migrations, ducks and geese need habitat that furnishes daily subsistence and minimizes predation. Natural predators, from arctic foxes to brown bears, are the greatest threat to all waterfowl in their summer nesting and molting habitat. Predation is most severe on nesting females and newly hatched young. In the case of ducks, avoiding threats to eggs and setting hens primarily involves hiding on the nest. The drakes, which are not effective fighters and just draw attention, leave the hens to fend for themselves after breeding. Species survival depends on large clutches of eggs and favorable rainfall to furnish subsistence and waterborne escape from terrestrial and aquatic predators.

Geese are generally more successful in summertime survival than ducks. Their natural nesting areas are in the high Arctic, where human cultivation and high concentrations of predators are still minimal. In contrast to ducks, geese (both male and female) not only hide, but are also fighters and will put up a spirited, and often successful, defense of the nest and hatchlings. Biting with bills and striking with wings are often effective on foxes. Bears usually win, however. Geese mate for life, and the family unit of the breeding pair and young from the recent past hatchings stay together to provide more eyes looking out for threats.

The greatest threat to both ducks and geese during the fall migration is from human hunters. Successful game management of waterfowl was determined early on to primarily consist of management of the human hunters. Open and closed seasons, plus bag limits, are primary reasons why we have such good waterfowl hunting available today. The situation has also improved with the activities of organized outdoor enthusiasts to promote conservation of habitat, control excessive predation, and other efforts too numerous to review. Our old beat-up felt hats and new camo beanie caps are off to them.

Duck and Goose Hunters

Duck and goose hunters seem to fall into at least two groups: the passionate waterfowlers who’ll hunt on the dark morning of the worst blizzard of the century alone except for their devoted retriever; and the outdoor sports types who may go on a once-a-year big-game hunt and need an excuse to get out with kindred spirits during the rest of the fall and early winter. Both groups are represented by your authors, and you can easily tell who is who over the course of the instructions to follow.

Our goal is to make this a waterfowling guide for everybody—from the naturally gifted hunter who instinctively knows where to be half an hour before sunrise, to the rest of us. Waterfowl hunting has a lot to offer, no matter what your level of expertise may be. Happily, duck and goose populations, and waterfowl hunting, are on the rise after some hard times going back over the past couple of decades. One of us has been afield for five decades before that. In review, we’ll cover some introductory topics with a general approach: identification of all species of waterfowl and habitat on the continental scale. Then the reader can see how hunting ducks on small water fits into the broader scheme of things. In the final analysis, it’s a thirty-yard-range proposition. Which brings us to …

Waterfowl hunting is characterized by a series of mindsets: eager anticipation during the trip to the hunt location, preparation of the setup, and the wait for the first flight to appear; a rush as birds drop toward the decoys and into range, sometimes after a cautious pass or two or more; absolute focus as the world stands still and it’s just you and the target as you make the appropriate lead of the barrel and the gun fires as something detached; exhilaration if the shot is made, the immediate sinking feeling if a miss.

Using This Book

This book is intended to be the definitive guidebook for waterfowl hunting in all of its many forms. We’ve addressed it to everybody across a broad range of resources: physical capability, financial resources, and time. Do it yourself or get help, professional or otherwise. Hunt on public land outside of town or travel to a famous lodge. Set up your own boat with cover for a few hundred dollars or go all out and buy a fully tricked-out boat for $50,000.

Part I is a practical introduction to the nature of ducks and geese. The initial focus is on waterfowl characteristics and behavior, as all hunters need to be able to identify ducks and geese for compliance with game laws and bag limits. After some insight into the nature of the game, we’ll then take you hunting, covering the basics of waterfowling, before continuing into advanced insights for readers already familiar with the basics, but who’re interested in moving up a notch in their techniques and tactics. Part I is the prerequisite to the skills development and selection of equipment in Part II.

Part II takes you past that point of reading as an observer. You’re in preparation for participation. We don’t take for granted that you grew up in a family full of hunters. A lot of folks haven’t gone through the phases that Tom and Eddie, a generation later, survived: BB guns at whatever age we could get our hands on one; a .22-caliber single shot at age nine to eleven on, depending on maturity; and a single-shot .410 shotgun, or the old 12-gauge around every farm because that was what was available; and, finally, a “big gun,” otherwise called a “deer gun,” which translated to a high-powered rifle of some kind, often a lever-action 30-30. And we just followed our interest from there on. And, with this progression of equipment, we disposed of varmints and pests, and took game for the table.

Kent came along almost contemporary with Eddie, but a world away in the suburbs, with a perspective probably close to that of many of our readers. Toward the end of his high school years, a friend invited him to come along on a duck hunt. Somewhere between “shoot ’em” and “reload,” Kent came down with a severe case of waterfowling fever, something he carries to this day.

Part II is a crash course on the things that many of you missed during your youth: shotgun actions, gauges, powder, shot, shells, leads, ammo, decoys, calls, blinds, hides—everything it takes to make the shot. Then all of the rest of the assorted gear you need to get out there: camo clothes, waders, raingear, gloves, boats, GPS systems, and so on. We also touch on shooting practice, which is as important as anything else you need before going hunting.

Part III goes into the nature of hunting across North America. This is essential in making arrangements for your hunt, be it in your local area or far away. We’ll show you how to follow the migrations as they roll over your local area, as well as how to go intercept the migration in other regions. Arrangements for the hunt are less complicated, faster, and relatively less expensive than they were in the good old days. Airline or interstate travel can now make that dream trip a reality, another aspect of the good new days.

Waterfowl hunting is in a state of expansion and diversification after decades of contraction. Ducks, with their requirement of northern prairie potholes (water-filled depressions formed by the weight of melted glaciers) and other water-based habitat for nesting and sustainment, were reduced in numbers. Bag limits followed suit. Complicated bag limits of points based on species and whether ducks taken were drakes or hens moved some of us to vacate the ponds and marshes for a time. Nowadays, thanks to the efforts of a great many individuals and organizations, the ducks are back, as are the specialized duck hunters. The geese came through better due to their diet and the fact that their arctic nesting areas remain safe from agricultural development. Grazing on agricultural cropland along migratory routes and wintering areas, in fact, has sustained population growth of all but the most specialized of geese species. Overpopulations of snow geese have put so much pressure on some arctic habitat that extended seasons and liberal bag limits became a necessity.

We intend that this book can be opened at any page and make sense. We refer to other chapters throughout, with links throughout. And finally, for those who didn’t read the preface, here’s what you missed: The book has been designed so that the reader has the option to make maximum use of Internet searches. That’s where all of the details reside, just waiting for you to look. The terms in the index are designed to be searched. A lot of them can be found in topic headings. We’ve dropped them into the main text where needed. That’s the magic that covers all the details.


PART I

Ducks and Geese and How to Hunt Them


Chapter 1

Identification and Behavior Patterns

_______________

The objective here is not to make you a wildlife biologist, but to provide you with background for identification of ducks and geese, so you’re in compliance with regulations. Identification has to be sure, according to species and in some cases male or female. This chapter will address physical description, flight characteristics, predation avoidance, and nutrition. Ducks and geese are intertwined with their habitat. Habitat and migration patterns will be introduced here, and covered more thoroughly in Part III. Familiarization with waterfowl and habitat will prepare you for instruction in techniques, tactics, and strategies of hunting.

General Survival Adaptations Common to All Prey Animals

There’s a beauty in nature that attracts and fascinates us. The balance and symmetry are mostly beyond our comprehension. But here are some fundamentals of nature as they pertain to animals.

All animals are in a constant state of threat. They exist on the edge of starving or being eaten, and sometimes both. They exist in a habitat for which they’re uniquely adapted. Suitable habitat for prey animals provides means of subsistence and avoidance of predation.

To avoid extinction, prey species have to successfully avoid predation and reproduce sufficiently to balance mortality. Each species, each individual of each species, acts according to an overall strategy that is designed to ensure the species’ continued existence.

OVERVIEW OF WATERFOWL

Ducks and geese lead a hazardous, terrestrial existence that’s inexorably tied to flight and water habitat. But even the species most adapted to an existence on, under, and over water still return to dry land for the annual extended and hazardous summer task of the female ducks and pairs of geese: to lay and brood the eggs and bring forth the next generation. And shortly thereafter, while the newly hatched young are incapable of flight, both male and female adults shed their feathers and are incapable of flight for weeks. Then some species head back to their preferred diet of fish from the big, deep waters of northern lakes and migrate toward the coast to spend the winter on the briny. Other species are adapted to overnight on water for safety, and then venture onto dry land for grazing on tender shoots and foraging for high-quality food sources like grain, fruits, and acorns.

The highly successful survival strategies of waterfowl mimic those of small animals of all orders, including small game: keen vision and wariness; speed, agility, and endurance; and, most critically, the capability of reproducing in numbers sufficient to replenish annual losses. Survival of individuals, and ultimately the species, is threatened by losses suffered in northern breeding grounds. Females in particular are vulnerable while sitting on nests. Sudden weather changes may freeze the eggs or emerging young, while drought can devastate breeding habitat.

INTRODUCTION TO DUCKS AND GEESE

The first order of business is for you to become acquainted, in a general way, with ducks and geese. Waterfowling 101, if you please. We’ll give a general overview of the major divisions of ducks and geese, then get into identification.

Dabblers, the Puddle Ducks

One large branch of duck families, commonly termed the dabblers, is adapted to feed primarily on aquatic vegetation and to seek refuge on small, shallow bodies of water: prairie potholes of northern nesting areas on the plains of Canada; streams, flooded timberland, sloughs, farm ponds, and freshwater swamps along the migratory routes to the South; marshlands and shallow bays in wintering areas of the Gulf Coast; and back north again in an annual cycle.

Dabblers feed by foraging from the surface of shallow water near shorelines or in small ponds by tipping tail up, head down to feed on the bottom. Their preferred nutrition sources and feeding habits are ideally suited for small-water habitats. Mallards, teal, wigeons, and American black ducks are frequently cited as typical dabblers. (The official definition of the verb dabble is “to splash around or paddle in water.”) The dabblers are very agile aerodynamically, capable of fast flights to avoid danger and long-duration migration flights at an efficient, lower, energy-saving speed. They have the ability to come into a landing at low speed but then, if alarmed, can explode into the air from a resting position on the water surface and fly straight up to escape danger or clear trees before flying off at top speed.

[image: images]

Puddle ducks take to air. Credit: JoAnne Airhart.

The above photo by a startled but smooth operator illustrates an unexpected encounter with a combined flight of mallards (foreground), gadwalls (various stages of springing up from the water surface), and a few pintails (drake with wings flat against the water surface for push-up left of center) as they all jump up from the water surface.

The legs of dabblers are set in the middle of their body mass so that they walk with reasonable efficiency on open fields to feed on wasted grain after fall harvest and early grain sprouts during winter and early spring. Dabbler flotation is balanced to allow them to easily tip forward to feed on shallow bottoms with very low energy output. They’re also capable of diving to moderate depths to feed on deeper bottoms, if necessary. A visual identifier of dabblers noted in references is an iridescent speculum, or wing patch.

Diving Ducks

Almost all of the rest of the ducks are deep divers, feeding primarily on small aquatic invertebrates, fish, and shellfish in large, deep bodies of water along migratory routes from Canada and the northern United States to wintering areas along the northeast and mid-Atlantic coastlines, and over the mountains to the west and along the Pacific coast. Divers may also be found in smaller numbers across the central migration routes with the dabblers, as well as along both eastern and western routes.

Freshwater divers share waters and habitat with dabblers. Divers effortlessly roll over forward into a dive to feed in terrestrial waters at considerable depth, if required, but small inland waters usually require just a few feet to find the wide variety of plants, fish, insects, mollusks, and crustaceans preferred by each species. Cited in references as typical freshwater divers are the small ring-necked duck, even smaller merganser, and the relatively large canvasback.

Another branch of the diver family of ducks is adapted to dive deep into large waters to feed primarily on a wide range of aquatic animals found in large freshwater lakes, along saltwater shores, and far offshore. They’re referred to collectively as the sea ducks. Some sea duck species make long migrations deep into the interior of Canada to nest; others nest along rocky shorelines of the sea, where they’ll spend the winter far offshore. Sea ducks range in size from the very small bufflehead, at around one pound, to the very large eiders, at well over six pounds.

Diving ducks, in both fresh and salt water, have small, strong wings that propel them at high velocity through the air. In aerodynamic terms, they have a high wing loading that results in less aerodynamic agility than the dabblers. They have to fly hard and fast to fly at all; if they slow down, they can’t stay airborne! They’ll often fly low over the water surface to take advantage of ground effect (the additional lift provided by compression of the air under a flying body against a very close rigid surface, ground or water). They land on the water hard with poor control compared to the dabblers, and have to take off using long, hard runs across the water surface with wings beating fast in order to build up speed sufficient to get airborne. Once airborne, they generally have a top speed greater than that of the dabblers.

Their legs are set far back on their bodies to allow their large feet to efficiently propel them through the water while diving. They stand with an awkward-looking upright stance and are poorly adapted to feeding on land.

The first instinctive impulse of the dabblers is to explode off the water and fly away from danger. And they’re fully capable of just that. The divers have a tough time taking off under the best of circumstances, however. They’re inclined to dive under the water surface and swim away from immediate danger. Compared to dabblers, divers are at a distinct disadvantage in flying away from danger. A diver and a dabbler together on the water and startled simultaneously illustrate the difference.

[image: images]

Aerodynamic curse of the divers. Hooded merganser hen demonstrates small wings on a chunky diver body. Credit: JoAnne Airhart.

[image: images]

Speed vs. Gravity. With a trail of splashes, a hooded merganser goes airborne after a short run across the water. Credit: JoAnne Airhart.
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Advantages of being a dabbler. Diver and dabbler in the middle of an escape. With an even start, a diver and dabbler compared illustrate why the diver is better served with a dive rather than flight. Credit: JoAnne Airhart.

Perching Ducks

Perching ducks, which comprise a small fraction of all ducks, have evolved to go back to the trees with the rest of the birds to seek safe refuge, rest, and nest in the arboreal habitat, but still feed in the aquatic realm.

Geese

Then there are the geese, very distant cousins of the ducks. Geese on the wing in their ever-changing “V” formations mark the passage of the seasons: fall heading south, spring headed back north. They’re an inspiration to poets, songwriters, photographers, and artists. But let us not forget the goose hunters.

The most sweeping summary to convey the character of geese is big: big in size, in distance of migration, and in numbers. Geese as a family of species are the largest waterfowl game, several times the weights and dimensions of ducks. Migration of some species is between the coasts of the Arctic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. And they gather together to travel as a single gaggle (goose term for flock) made up of a couple thousand of their closest friends and family. The reference to family is literal. A mated pair of geese, with offspring, often multiple generations, will hold together amid the thousands of their kind. And these thousands are composed of many, many individual close families. The family bond begins with the pair that mates for life, with both parents protecting and caring for hatchlings.

In the sometimes brutal, hard workings of nature, geese have fared much better than duck populations as humans have intruded into the domain of waterfowl. Human impacts, added to the cyclic, natural rhythms of flood and drought, have led to cyclic calamities on duck populations. Expanding agricultural interests have encroached upon duck breeding grounds on the northern prairies. Geese of many species, in contrast, migrate in their massive numbers to breeding grounds in the high Arctic, largely untouched by human enterprise. Large numbers of some goose species have adapted their diets to utilize what humans cultivate. Several subspecies of Canada geese, in particular, have partially moved in with humans. They range north a short distance, if they go at all, and do just fine among humans, their golf courses, and their well-irrigated croplands. Grain crops contribute to the subsistence of migrating geese just when they need it: wasted grain missed by combines in the fall for the southbound migration; tender emerging sprouts of the new crop for the springtime trip back north.

Why Identification of Waterfowl Is Such a Big Deal

It’s imperative that the waterfowl hunter understand the importance of identification. A copy of (state) hunting regulations for the location you’re going to hunt is the first priority of gear you should acquire; understanding the content is the first insight you’ll need. State regulations incorporate yearly guidelines of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USF&WS) for seasons and bag limits for migratory game birds. USF&WS recommendations go by “flyways,” which are administrative designations of north to south zones across the continent east to west: Atlantic, Mississippi, Central, and Pacific. They’re not to be confused with the migration corridors that waterfowl actually use, as will be covered in detail in the later chapters.

The following table gives typical daily limits for several states distributed across the United States. Our numbers are current as of this writing (and that’s as good as we can figure them), but certainly won’t be good for your state when you read them. As we mentioned first thing, your first order of business when you think about waterfowl hunting is to get a current copy of the hunting regulations for your state. You’ll find there are a lot more rules than the daily bag limits, and the consequences of breaking them are going to be more severe than any parking ticket. So, as soon as you’ve been made aware that the daily bag limit isn’t the same for all species, the next order of business is to develop the skills to identify the different waterfowl game species you’ll encounter. That translates to being able to identify either gender of all the duck species (limits may be different for males and females, and, in most cases, they wouldn’t resemble each other at all during hunting season). Among the geese, goose and gander are identical except in size. But, maybe more important, we’ll illustrate the protected nongame waterfowl species. Many of the nongame (no shoot) species are threatened with or even in danger of extinction, and the consequences of killing a member of one of these species can be severe.

EXAMPLES OF BAG LIMITS OF TYPICAL STATES FOR DUCKS AND GEESE

(They change every year for every state.)

[image: images]

Note: The generalization into light and dark is used by state wildlife/game management: dark geese are all of the Canada subspecies, Atlantic and black brant, and white-fronted goose; light geese are snow geese (both phases) and Ross’s goose.

Summary Data and Portraits of Widely Hunted Ducks and Geese

The professional grade photos, with drakes in full breeding plumage, are easily distinguished from what the average duck and goose hunter encounters afield. Most of our photos include some up close or in hand (at hand is the common term); some in the field at distance on the water or land sans benefit of large telescopic lens (unhandy while hunting); some in flight. Don’t expect most of our photos to meet the standards of professionals. They do represent what ducks and geese actually look like to the hunter, however. Bad lighting; drakes not always in full breeding plumage; and often appearing out of the fog and darkness and over your blind, going like bats out of hell before you can even get the safety off. And if your blind and/or camo doesn’t measure up, the flight of ducks will explode in all directions, or the formation of geese, wings locked, will veer off to the side in a majestic sweep and you won’t see them again, for that day at least.

Our discussion of characteristics and identification of waterfowl places the most emphasis on species hunted the most often. That would be the species with the greatest bag limits and the most easily reached with the lowest cost in terms of time and money. Our firsthand experience, and that of the majority of our readers, is primarily close to home on small private waters or public land.

Identification of Ducks and Geese Under Hunting Conditions

The complexities of waterfowl identification go beyond the already mentioned drastic differences in appearance, primarily in duck species, between males and females. The males, drakes, change in appearance from summer when they’re on the northern breeding grounds, through fall and winter on into early spring, when breeding takes place. All general publications, and many publications directed at waterfowlers, are only illustrated with the males in full breeding plumage. This makes for nice pictures, but are of limited use to the newly minted hunter heading toward the potholes of the northernmost tier of states for the opening of the season. The drakes are just beginning to start to look like a drake rather than an ugly hen. This annual transformation doesn’t progress at the same rate for all species, either. When the mallards show up in Texas, they’re in their glory of breeding plumage, or fast approaching it, while the northern shovelers, with arguably the most spectacular breeding plumage of all the ducks of North America, will look motley for another two months or more.

Classic terms of identification are on the wing and at hand. We’ve taken the liberty to sometimes expand terms to include: on the wing, close, and distant, good and poor light; on the water near and distant; and at hand (sometimes termed in hand).

Poor lighting and fast-moving targets are the overriding obstructions to visual identification in the real world of waterfowl hunting. Following are the techniques used to overcome what would, at first glance, appear to be the impossible. With these beginning instructions and a lot of practice, it becomes intuitive.

There’s one set of techniques when the flight is close enough to see and hear with some accuracy: patterns of flight (dynamics of individuals and group), and characteristics of flight (speed and wingbeat); calls during flight; number of birds in the flight; size of individual birds; body and wing configuration; takeoff and landing characteristics; flight altitude; recognizing ducks and geese by their silhouette against the dimly lit sky; unique habits and behavior; sound of wings beating through the air (each species is unbelievably distinct) at speed. New hunters can dig up apps off the Internet that have wingbeats and vocalizations. We have them internalized—best if Eddie is in the boat. A general rule is that the diver’s wingbeat is much faster than that of the dabbler.

Clues to identification on the wing at distance include: flight characteristics such as rapidity of wingbeat and stroke arc distance; internal dynamics of individuals within the flock; patterns of the shape of the collective flight; plus a general wariness and reluctance to land if suspicious of danger in a particular location on the water or ground. Discussion of characteristics of each species will include notable attributes of flight. Some flight characteristics between species and collections of species can also be made.

All ducks and geese fly high in migration as a general rule. Geese will fly from three hundred feet up depending on the best level for tail wind. They drop lower as they become tired during long flights, down below two hundred feet to about one hundred feet if they’re completely worn out and need to rest on water. Dabblers are the most wary ducks as a group and the highest fliers. Mallards and their close relatives take the high road, well over one hundred feet if suspicious of something down there. The pintail is a high, agile flier and can drop like a rocket if it wants to. The gadwall and wigeon fly high when they’re on the way somewhere. The rest of the dabblers, the northern shoveler, and all teal are upper-mid-level fliers. The wood duck is all over the place, mid-level high or down through the trees. All of the divers fly lower. The freshwater divers, scaups, ring-necks, redheads, goldeneyes, and canvasbacks fly higher than the sea ducks: long-tailed, scoters, eiders, mergansers, and buffleheads. Coots fly low. The experienced hunters thinking in terms of plate covers know that the good-eating ducks are the high fliers.

Good afternoon scouting is one way to identify ducks in the dim light of tomorrow morning. The ducks coming through this afternoon will be the same ones diving out of the darkness in the morning.

The discussions of each species coming up will include insight into behavior, such as characteristics of feeding activities and schedule; location of feeding according to preferences of feed; and routes between overnight sanctuary and feeding locations. There will also be information about plumage markers visible at a distance, accounting for progression of male breeding plumage for each species with particular emphasis on white markers under conditions of poor visibility.

At hand identification is discussed for individual species.

Effect of Low-Light Conditions

[image: images]

The effect of dim light conditions: shades of dark gray, wigeons in gloom.
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A little more light creates wigeons in color.
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Drake mallards in dim light. Drake mallards at a distance in poor lighting are distinctive with white sides and dark stripes along sides of back. White can be seen in dim light. Green heads are black without direct sunlight, a point to remember when repainting your decoys.

Identification on the Wing in Poor Light
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Wigeons against the early morning sky.
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Shifting flight pattern. Note that wigeon wings have a unique crescent shape. With only an outline against the sky, identification clues are limited: flight characteristics, sounds of calls and wing beats, unique shapes of different species, and, best of all, scouting and migration reports indicating waterfowl in the area.

Identification and Regulation Compliance; Scouting Methodology and Information; and Hunting Methods, Tactics, and Arrangements

There are a few generalizations that will pertain to identification of the two general types of ducks regardless of lighting effects and distance. Note in the photographs that follow that puddle, or dabbler, ducks float high in the water, while divers hardly clear the water surface except for the head. Old hands note this characteristic, since the dabblers are almost always good on the plate, while the divers can range from strong to awful. You don’t fill your bag limit with the “little black divers” when dabblers might show up at any time. We’ve mentioned before some of the ways that old-timers sort out the best tasting. You’ll probably read some more.

Identification Techniques Useful for All Ducks

With a little practice, you can get a rough idea of a particular duck species in flight, at least within a general range, based on appearance. We define size according to four ranges, which is about as accurate an estimate as you can make for identification. Weight and length/wingspan measurements of ducks typical of each of our four ranges are: small (blue-winged teal, one pound and fifteen to twenty inches); medium (gadwall, two pounds and twenty to thirty inches); large (mallard, three pounds and twenty-five to thirty-eight inches; canvasback, three pounds and twenty-two to thirty-two inches); and very large (king eider, four pounds and twenty-five inches). Within each species, drakes will be a little over these averages, hens less. Flight speed and characteristics, individual and as a group within the flight, are very useful for identification at distance.

During migration, all species tend to fly at a range of elevations, often very high. As previously noted, flight during the daily routine is more distinctive. First order of identification is between the two families of ducks: dabblers pop up off the water and fly, depending upon species, twenty to eighty or more feet up, much lower in fog; divers run across the water surface to get airborne and then fly close to the water, very close in the case of the sea ducks, going out of their way to avoid flying over land. Distinguishing markings at distance and at hand will be noted for each species.

Comments that pertain to scouting and hunting particular species, and in some cases, families of species, are included in this section for reference. In order to be successful, both scouting and hunting use a range of information: behavior, feeding patterns, the progression of migration, and, in the case of the consistently successful, a certain element of intuition. Presentation of this section will follow a general format to keep the reader from getting completely lost, but, hopefully, with enough variation to avoid that annoying eye-glaze effect.

Total populations and distribution of species, at different places and times, will be addressed in Chapters 9 and 10 as part of the information a hunter needs to know when planning a hunt.

Puddle Ducks

In this section we’ll discuss the extended family referred to as puddle ducks, dabblers, and unprintable on lots of days toward the end of the season. Common identifiers are physical characteristics and capabilities, behavior, and foraging habits. The common denominator is that they’re adapted to feed on dry land as well as very shallow waters, both open to predation by highly efficient land-bound carnivores. Over eons of time, the survivors of these hazards have developed center-balanced legs from front to back. They’re remarkably efficient at moving about foraging for high-quality nutrition on those aquatic webbed feet. In high gear after elusive prey, the duck waddle is barely perceptible. Dabblers minimize time spent exposed to hazards. If they’re surprised on land or in shallow water, their strong, nimble wings will lift them straight up out of harm’s way. A back flap of the same wing action can allow them to drop straight down through a small hole between closely spaced oak trees to feed on acorns.

Puddle Ducks: Habits and Habitat

Puddle ducks of North America typically nest across Canada, and winter across the southern United States and parts of Central America. Many puddle ducks nest in the Prairie Pothole country of central Canada. This exposes their populations to the hazards of cyclic drought. Drastic population fluctuations can occur when the potholes dry up. Nature helps them deal with this by having them disperse over wide regions. Dispersion and scattered nesting sites also deny predators the concentrated windfall of plundering eggs, nestlings, fledglings, and nesting female adults.

A few generalizations can be made concerning distribution of specific species. Black ducks are restricted to the East. Pintails can be found across the continent, but are more numerous in the West. Mallards are everywhere, year-round in some places, mixing in with domestics. Gadwalls and wigeons are widespread. Few of the stay-overs in the South are able to reproduce in any kinds of numbers, as the young usually fall victim to predators. Wood ducks, once rare and even threatened as a species, are now numerous in their favorite habitat of large trees with hollows. They also take advantage of man-made nesting boxes.

Every puddle deep enough for dabbling from the surface is habitat for these ducks, which includes about everywhere in North America except the wind-blown peaks. And that extends to the coastal marshes out to where the sea ducks take over. Pursuit of these elusive ducks is consequently available for most hunters in the country.

You’ll see in our reviews of the different species that we’ve put more emphasis on the ducks and geese most available and most hunted. The italics will direct your search for more information concerning insight into the nature, availability, and unique characteristics of any particular species.

Mallard Drake (Greenhead), Hen (Susie)

Identification at distance and in flight: Mallards in flight at a distance can be recognized by their steady, straight-ahead movement and easy, deliberate, and rather shallow wing strokes. Their cruising speed is around thirty miles per hour.

A large flock of forty to fifty individuals at altitude will form up in a “U” or a “V” pattern, transitioning to multiple patterns if the flight becomes larger. If startled in flight, the flock immediately explodes in all directions, using deep, rapid wing strokes to hit escape speeds of sixty miles per hour.

[image: images]

Mallard pair. Credit: JoAnne Airhart.

An individual mallard at distance will appear as a large duck with a chunky body. As wings flap down, iridescent purple-blue speculum feathers between white edges at the top of the wings are evident on both the male and the female. Drakes appear to be dark in front and over the back, with a light, almost white underbelly. They weigh around three and a half pounds and measure about twenty-five inches in length. The wingspan is thirty-eight inches, with the wings being noticeably wide in relation to other dabblers. Hens are golden brown and smaller at two and a half pounds, with a length of twenty-two inches and a wingspan of thirty-four inches. Distinction between mallard hens and drakes is important in that specific species bag limits of one or two per day apply to hens. Drakes outnumber hens two to one due to predation during nesting, which has to be taken into account by game management.

Identification by landings and takeoffs: Identification can be made by landing and takeoff characteristics. Wings are normally locked in a glide to the vicinity of the selected landing spot. Speed drops rapidly as the wings make a couple of backstrokes and the feet extend to touch the water. There’s a short slide over the water surface before the belly settles into the water. A mallard can alternately drop straight down through trees using vertical wing strokes and lightly splash down to a spot landing. The mallard can spring straight up from the water surface using deep, powerful wing strokes. After clearing the water surface, a mallard can immediately move off in any direction, but usually forward, or continue to climb vertically straight up through dense timber.

Identification up close and at hand: Markings noted at hand are the drake breeding plumage noted throughout hunting seasons: iridescent green head, crimson front with light underbelly, white along upper sides of body, yellow-green bill. Hens are golden brown with darker brown trim on tips of feathers, an orange bill darkened on top by a black pattern. Both have orange legs and feet.

Range, distribution, and migration patterns: There are more mallards than any other ducks. Distribution is over North America, Europe, and Asia. Their greatest concentration is central North America. They have the most widely distributed nesting area of any duck. Data from published information indicates ten to twelve million wild mallards available for hunting in North America. Migration patterns are broadly across the continents at a leisurely pace. Most mallards are late to move south in the fall, just ahead of freeze-over.

Habitat and diet: Favored habitat is shallow, freshwater ponds: nesting in the North, primarily around glacier-formed potholes, natural lakes, and marshes; wintering in the Midwest, West, and South, primarily in flooded fields and timber, creeks, sloughs, shallow-water swamps and upper ends of man-made lakes, stock ponds, brackish marshes along shorelines, and irrigation water storage. Diet is omnivorous: predominantly aquatic vegetation, seeds, nuts, and small invertebrates.

Hunting techniques and arrangements: Hunting techniques are shooting over decoys using one to two dozen decoys on small ponds and up to one hundred on shoreline irregularities. Hunters use cover, blinds, and camouflaged boats for concealment.

Mallards are a favorite for do-it-yourself arrangements over small waters and shorelines of larger waters. Hunting from boats is usually by self-arrangement also, but guides and outfitters are available. A hunting tradition has developed around hunting clubs and lodges dedicated primarily to hunting mallards. The lower Mississippi Region is considered the center of mallard hunting, although mallards are so widely distributed that you can start some good debates by saying that in some gatherings.

Additional facts and information: The mallard is synonymous with “wild duck” for most folks with casual knowledge of waterfowl. The spectacular breeding plumage of the male and the aerobatics of mallards could put them in the category of very athletic birds of paradise if they were rare and occurred only on an exotic tropical isle. But they’re the most plentiful of all game ducks, have a worldwide distribution, and the makings of fine dining with a little effort in preparation. So it’s no wonder that they’re highly sought after by duck hunters. A recently evolved species, the genetic dynamics of the mallard have resulted in an array of closely related species and subspecies, both wild and domesticated, which will interbreed and produce fertile offspring. The protospecies mallard was a very large version of the current model. It originated during an interglacial of the recent ice age in what is now eastern Siberia, but part of the continuous landmass of Beringia that connected Asia and North America at the time.
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