


Story of a Dead "Hawk" 
The short story here is that a man in Cohasset called 

us last fall to report he had found a dead "hawk" in his 
front yard that had two leg bands. He had no idea how 
it had died. One of our staff, who passed through the 
area on his work commute, agreed to pick up the frozen 
carcass, and he brought it to the office the next day. We 
quickly determined it was a young Peregrine Falcon and 
called Tom French, the agency's peregrine authority, 
to report the band numbers. Tom confirmed it was a 
juvenile male banded by our staff earlier in the year at 
the Library Tower at UMass, Amherst. 

Upon further examination, we found a sandpiper was 
clutched in the falcon's talons. That led us to suspect 
that the most likely cause of death was that the falcon 
had impacted something (telephone wire, tree branch, 
window, the ground?) after pursuing and capturing the 
sandpiper. Being a young bird, and relatively inexperi
enced hunter, the falcon may not have been totally aware 
of its surroundings during its pursuit of the sandpiper, 
leading to its demise. As we know with raptors, the first 
year of life is the hardest in terms of survival. They are just 
learning to hunt/survive on their own, and are often un-

r dernourished because of this 
1 lack of experience. Perhaps 

this leads them to take greater 
risks in obtaining meals, but 
that is purely speculation. 
Either way, what is truly an 
unfortunate event (peregrine 
dying) is also a very interest
ing one to a biologist trying 
to piece together what may 
have transpired moments 
before the falcon died. We 
hope to obtain the necessary 
state and federal permits to 
have the specimen mounted 
for public display here at the 
Southeast District office. 
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Editorial 

A Foundation for Wildlife 
The creation ofthe Massachusetts Outdoor Heritage Foundation 

more than a decade ago provided an avenue for the public to 
make tax-deductible donations in support of DFW programs in 
ways that were never available before. The results have been 
outstanding ... 

Since the creation of the "Endangered 
Wildlife Conservation" Massachusetts 
inco me tax check-off in 1983, more 
than $7 million in donations have been 
received to help fund the Natural Heri
tage and Endangered Species Program 
(NHESP) . When the $5.00 Wildlands 
Conservation stamp was created in 1990, 
the legislature established a specific 
account dedicating the proceeds of the 
stamp sales solely to the purchase of 
wildlife lands and habitat. The stamp is 
included in the cost of fishing, hunting, 
and trapping licenses and has raised over 
$20 million dollars since its inception. 
The legislation creating the Wildlands 
Account also enabled the Division to 
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accept donations for land acqaisition , 
generating an additional three quarters 
of a million dollars . 

In addition to these programs, we 
regularly receive inquiries from people 
interested in making donations to our 
general wildlife conservation and educa
tion programs. Not surprisingly, these 
potential donors want assurances that 
their money will go directly to further
ing conservation in Massachusetts. 
State laws are such that only the Natural 
Heritage and Wildlands programs can 
directly take donations. Further, many 
potential donors would like to get a fed
eral income tax deduction for their dona
tions. Consequently, in the late 1990s the 
Fisheries and Wildlife Board looked into 
the feasibility of establishing a 501 (c) (3) 
foundation that would be able to accept 
donations to support the Division's ef
forts and give donors the ability to take 
a federal income tax deduction. 

This effort culminated in the formation 
of the Massachusetts Outdoor Heritage 
Foundation (MOH) . The MOH is orga
nized exclusively for the benefit of the 
Massachusetts Division of Fisheries 
and Wildlife. Unlike most Foundations, 
the MOH was not started with a "pot 
of money"; rather, it was created to 
provide the means to accept donations 
from people interested in contributing to 
further the Division's wildlife conserva
tion efforts. 

Established in October 2000, the 
founding MOH Board of Directors was 
composed of twelve men and women 
who had been active in Massachusetts 
environmental and conservation efforts. 
The founding officers were Ann Hubbard 
of Berkley, President ; Bradley Gage of 
Amherst , Vice President ; Stephen Quill 
of Lancaster, Treasurer ; and Wayne 
MacCallum of Grafton , Cle rk. The other 



founding Board members were Sarah 
Bell and George Darey of Lenox, John 
DeVillars of Boston , Robert Durand of 
Marlborough, Marilyn Flor of Rockport , 
Ernest T. Foster, Jr. of Worcester, Henry 
Frenette of Brockton, and Joseph Trainor 
of Chelmsford. 

The Foundation has filled a genuine 
need and has been able to support a num
ber of the Division's efforts, including ear
ly-successional habitat management for 
woodcock and grouse in the Berkshires, 
construction of wood duck nesting boxes 
for placement in marshes throughout 
the state, and the introduction of the 
NationalArcheryin the Schools Program 
in partnership with the Plymouth and 
Berkshire county sportsmen's leagues. 
It has also been crucial in the promotion 
of wildlife understanding and conserva
tion support by funding various Division 
publications, including a reprint of the 
NHESP 's popular turtle posters and 
a set of quick-identification cards for 
turtles occurring in Massachusetts for 
use by teachers, and the production of 
the aquatic resources booklet entitled 
"Living Waters." 

More recently, a $ 10,000 bequest from 
the estate of Frank Nims was the cata
lyst for a matching-funds partnership 
between the Massachusetts Outdoor 
Heritage Foundation, the Greater Boston 
and Squan-a-tissit chapters of Trout 
Unlimited, the Nashua River Watershed 
Council , the Quill Family Foundation, 
the Town of Pepperell, and the Division 
for the restoration of native Brook Trout 
habitat in Gulf Brook, a stream that flows 
into the Nissitissit/Squannacook river 
system. Mr. Nims was an avid native 
Brook Trout fisherman and his desire was 
to leave a legacy for future generations 
to have the opportunity to enjoy native 
Brook Trout fishing. 

The MOH Board of Directors also 
helped with the acquisition of the 278-
acre Wildlife Management Area on the 
Ashfield-Hawley line by providing pro
fessional assistance and support. This 
acquisition was made using a $275,000 
bequest from the estate of Calvin and 
Annette Farrell, which specified that 
it was to be used to acquire a WMA 
anywhere in western Massachusetts. 

not her anonymous donor has deeded 
to the Foundation a 26-acre parcel of 

land in Peru, Massachusetts, which is 
currently offered for sale to benefit the 
Foundation. The property has 600 feet 
of road frontage and has been perced. 
When it is sold, the proceeds will be used 
for projects that help sustain biodiversity 
in Massachusetts. Other land acquisition 
projects benefiting from MOH support 
in 2011 were a critical addition to the 
Martin Burns Wildlife Management Area 
in Newbury, and the establishment of 
the Townsend Hill Wildlife Management 
Area in Townsend. 

The Division of Fisheries and Wildlife's 
conservation and management programs 
enjoy incredible public support. Not only 
are our operations supported directly by 
the sale of fishing, hunting, and trapping 
licenses and associated fees, but many 
people are willing to donate to further 
support our programs. 

Donors to the Massachusetts Outdoor 
Heritage Foundation are providingmuch
needed support for fish and wildlife 
conservation in Massachusetts. The 
Foundation has fulfilled and continues 
to fulfill the role we envisioned when we 
established it; the results have been well 
worth the effort. 

~F.~~m~ 
3 



by Patricia Swain 

Two years of intensive biological surveys looking for rare species and 
natural communities along this historically polluted river have yielded a 
host of new discoveries along with confirmation that many rare species 
documented in the past are still present and viable. 

The Division of Fisheries and Wildlife's 
Natural Heritage & Endangered Species 
Program (NHESP) undertook intense 
surveys in 2008-2009 for state-listed and 
some other uncommon species and un
common natural communities along the 
Housatonic River in Berkshire County. 
The grant we received to conduct the 
surveys was from Massachusetts' and the 
U.S. Department of the Interior's Natural 
Resource Damages Assessment and 
Restoration (NRD) Programs, and was 
part of a legal settlement with General 
Electric for releasing polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) into the Housatonic 
River and its floodplain. 

The Housatonic River and its surround
ings support oneof the highest concentra
tions of rare species and other aspects 
of biodiversity in Massachusetts (along 
with the Cape and Islands area and the 
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Connecticut River Valley). This is be
cause the Housatonic runs through the 
New England Marble Valleys Ecoregion, 
an area that is chemically and biologically 
different from most of the rest of the state 
as a result of calcium in the soil and water 
that has leeched from the marble and 
limestone hills. In addition, continuous 
riverine habitats have been diminished 
statewide, while the Housatonic can still 
offer long, undeveloped stretches free of 
dams and some areas of relatively undis
turbed shorelines. There are also species 
in the Housatonic area that are at the ex
treme eastern, or northern, or southern 
edges of their ranges. Compared to the 
tops of the mountains in the region, the 
lowlands are relatively under-protected 
in terms of conservation. However, the 
DFW has been addressing this situation 
by focusing its lanel conservation atten-



tion on several areas in the Housatonic 
Valley for many years. As a result , the 
public can presently enjoy many acres 
of protected lands along the river, in
cluding the BIB-acre George L. Darey 
Housatonic VaIIey Wildlife Management 
Area (WMA) in Lenox and the 4lS-acre 
Hop Brook WMA in Lee. Venture up a few 
of the river's tributaries to discover the 
7BO-acre Agawam Lake and I,09S-acre 
Three-Mile Pond WMAs, both of which 
protect important lowland areas. 

The main effort of our surveys for 
state-listed species and uncommon 
natural communities foIIowed the grant's 
focus on the river and its immediate sur
roundings, but we also surveyed areas 
upstream of the most polluted sections 
and up unaffected tributaries in order 
to identify habitats containing species 
that might be able to repopulate recov
ering areas along the main river. Not 
surprisingly, the actual areas surveyed 
depended on the group of organisms 
we were trying to find. Fish, freshwater 
mussels , and dragonfly larvae (nymphs) 
live in the river: for these, the continuous 
water courses of the river and its tributar
ies were the focus. Wood Turtles follow 

The information gleaned during the Hou
satonic survey work has been written up in 
a Technical Report, a general report, and 
Town reports. The accompanying article uses 
information from the reports, which were 
compiled and analyzed by our contractor, 
Biodrawversity, in conjunction with NHESP 
staff. The surveys and reports were funded 
by a grant from the Trustee SubCouncil for 
Massachusetts, Natural Resource Trustees for 
the GE/Housatonic River Natural Resource 
Damage Assessment and Restoration Case, 
Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy 
and Environmental Affairs, and the United 
States Fish & Wildlife Service. Links to the 
reports, which are posted on our website, 
are listed on page 11 . 

rivers and streams, and the researchers 
searched for them in both the water and 
in their terrestrial habitats throughout 
the river corridor. For the marsh bird 
work, marshes throughout the watershed 
were the focus (marsh birds feed in the 
marshes, streams, and main stem of the 
river, and could easily have been affected 
by the poIIutants in the river) . 

The meandering lower Housatonic differs significantly from its upper sections, but 
well illustrates how floodplain habitats have been altered and fragmented. 



The salamanders are all associated 
with wetlands and surrounding forests . 
Jefferson salamanders breed in vernal 
pools, and vernal pools in the valley 
were included in the surveys. Four-toed 
salamanders (which were removed from 
the MESA list in 2008 after the grant 
proposal was submitted, in 2005) breed 
in moss hummocks overhanging water. 
Two state-listed species of butterflies 
and a state-listed moth affiliated with 
wetlands that were known to occur in 
the Housatonic Valley were surveyed 
for at known and likely sites. Plants with 
habitat along the river and in associated 
wetlands were selected for survey work. 
Types of natural communities that occur 
in riparian (riverSide) areas or on nearby 
limestone hills and outcrops (or wetlands 
associated with them) were the main 
targets for the community surveys. 

In the grant proposal and as part of 
the planning for the surveys, NHESP 
included what was then known of state
listed species in the Housatonic area. 
Despite it being a very important area 
for biodiversity, it was relatively under
surveyed, with less systematic work than 
we would have liked. Plants were among 
the better-surveyed groups, but many of 
the plant records from the area were at 
or approaching 25 years old - a critical 

time period because legal protections 
under the Massachusetts Endangered 
Species Act cease for occurrences of 
rare species after 25 years unless new 
observations of that species are docu
mented at the site. 

As part of the planning for the 2008-2009 
field work, we reviewed the state-listed 
species known to occur in the Housatonic 
Valley and identified species records 
that needed updating. We considered 
what areas needed broader surveys , 
and what other species we might expect 
to find in the areas to be surveyed. We 
also analyzed how close to the river or 
its contributing tributaries different sites 
were, and focused on areas closest to the 
river for much of the survey work. 

It was apparent that the broad scope of 
the survey would require a large number 
of knowledgeable searchers, and in fact 
it took nearly 50 people to conduct the 
field work. Researchers included many 
expert consultants, independent biologi
cal contractors , university researchers, 
and associated techniCians, students, 
and volunteer assistants (some of them 
professional biologists In their own 
right) , as well as NHESP biologists. The 
entire survey totaled about 9,000 hours 
of work at more than 1,800 locations, and 
included about 2,500 site visits. 

The survey results reconfirmed 13.5 occurences of rare species and natural com
munities and recorded 170 new occurences. Among the surprises was the discov
ery of th'e state-threatened Marbled. Salam.ander, Amby~toma op~cum, in three 
vernal pools; the first records for this species anywhere Il1 Berkshire County. 
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ties and the populations of'many rare species have managed to persist, but man
agement actions are or will be required to ensure their continuation 

7 



The results were spectacular: 135 exist
ing records of rare species and natural 
communities were updated , and 170 new 
records were documented. (Full lists of 
all the species are in the technical and 
general reports , available on our website , 
www.mass.gov/masswildlife.) More 
than 500 potential vernal pools were 
visited, and the surveyor thought that 
361 of the 520 examined met certification 
requirements. These were submitted to 
NHESP for certification, a designation 
which provides extra protections under 
the state Wetlands Protection Act. Before 
the survey, only 70 vernal pools had been 
certified in the survey area. State-listed 
Jefferson Salamanders (Special Concern) 
were documented by egg masses in 56 
pools, and Marbled Salamanders (Threat
ened) larvae were documented at 3 vernal 
pools - a new species for the Housatonic 
Watershed and all of Berkshire County. 
These impressive finds not only demon
strate the scope of the project, but also 
the rich species diversity in this remark
able area of the Commonwealth. 

If we look at the Housatonic survey 
area by habitat type, we find , not surpris
ingly, that some species are very habitat 
specific, and others more general habitat 
users; for some we understand the habi
tat limitations, but the factors governing 
habitat selection for others remain quite 
mysterious. The Ostrich Borer moth, for 
example, was detected at 6 of the 7 sites 
that were selected to be surveyed for it, 
but the reasons for some of the dragonfly 
distributions were not at all obvious and 
their presence (or absence) was much 
harder to predict. 

Riverine Habitats 
The surveys for the species that inhabit 

the river itself and its tributaries were 
somewhat hampered because water 
levels were high during the the survey 
years. The high water carried a lot of 
sediment, creating access and visibility 
issues. In addition, the high water levels 
temporarily altered multiple types of 
river habitats by affecting depths, flows , 
sediments, chemistry, shade, light , and 
other factors that interact with each spe
cies that occurs there . 

Of the four state-listed fish species for 
which we had historical records - and 
which were therefore targeted by sur-
3 

One of two Housatonic mussels listed 
as Special Concern, these Creepers 
are framed on a survey diver's flipper. 
The populations of both species ap
pear geriatric, with little sign of repro
duction, and a growing Zebra Mussel 
population may outcompete them. 

veys - Bridle Shiner, a Species of Special 
Concern, was located at three sites , but 
the other three species were not found 
at all. Bridle Shiners are small «5 cm) 
minnows that are found in clear water 
in slack areas of streams and rivers 
as well as in lakes and ponds. Habitat 
degradation from pollution, river and 
lake-side development, lake drawdowns, 
and other impacts on water quality are 
thought to have increased the rarity of 
all of these fish , as well as other denizens 
of the river. 

Freshwater Mussels were also targeted 
by surveys throughout the mainstem and 
multiple tributaries. Thorough surveys 
documented the expected two state-list
ed species, the Creeper and the Triangle 
Floater, throughout the watershed, with 
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the best populations of these Special 
Concern species occurring within physi
cally or hydraulically stable river reaches 
with confined, stable riverbanks and sand 
and gravel substrates. It was noted, how
ever, that the populations contained an 
unusually high proportion of large - and 
therefore, older- individuals, suggesting 
that these are geriatric, non-reproducing 
populations. For the first time, adult Ze
bra Mussels were found in the Housatonic 
River below the outlet from Laurel Lake, 
the site where this intensely invasive 
species was found earlier in an unrelated 
survey. Zebra Mussels are an exotic, 
Asian species with the potential to alter 
the river ecosystem, negatively changing 
the habitat for native invertebrates that 
live in the sediments and river. 

Dragonfly larvae, or nymphs, live in 
and along the surface of river sediments, 
where they are voracious predators 
on anything smaller than themselves. 
Adults, depending on the species, emerge 
after spending a year or two in the larval 
stage, and often fly to surrounding forests 
where they find food and protection. 
Many feed over the same streams that 
they lived in as young, and deposit their 
eggs in those same habitats. The Housa
tonic area had not been systematically 
sampled for dragonflies in the past, so 
we were hopeful of some surprises. As it 
turned out, 10 state-listed species (out of 
48 species identified) were documented 
during the surveys, doubling the number 
of state-listed species known from the 
watershed! 

Aquatic plants of riverine habitats in
clude plants that are also found in other 

pen-water habitats within the f1ood
lains and in upstream ponds. Wapato, 

a state-listed Threatened Species, is 
an aquatic herbaceous perennial plant 
found primarily in riverine floodplain 
habitats in alkaline backwaters, oxbow 
ponds, and small shallow depressions 
with muddy substrate. Wapato par
ticularly favors stagnant or very slow
moving water, growing in the river and 
pond habitats such as are found in the 
oxbows and floodplain mosaic of the 

eorge Darey Housatonic Valley WMA. 
f the 14 currently-known occurrences 

in Massachusetts, eight were updated 
during the surveys. All but two of Mas
sachusetts' current records are from the 
Housatonic watershed (the other two 

are from oxbows along the Connecticut 
River), which emphasizes the importance 
of the Housatonic's contribution to the 
state's biodiversity. 

One species that was sought and not 
found during these surveys was Tiny 
Cow-lily, a state-listed Endangered Spe
cies. It is a perennial aquatic plant with 
floating leaves that grows in shallow, non
acidic waters of ponds and slow-moving 
rivers. It is known from ponds, oxbows, 
and other open water, as well as from 
the river and its tributaries . It has previ
ously been found in an oxbow along the 
Housatonic River. Of the 18 occurrences 
for this species in the NHESP database, 
15 have been determined to be historic 
- not known at the recorded sites in the 
past 25 or more years. Two current sites 
are in wetlands along the Connecticut 
River, and the single population recorded 
earlier along the Housatonic appears to 
be disappearing. It is not clear why this 
mostly northern species has been declin
ing; climate warming, changes in water 
quality and quantity, and/or changes in 
site conditions could all be contributing 
factors. 

Straying upstream to calcareous ponds 
(hardwater ponds with high levels of 
calcium in them), aquatic plants docu
mented in the Housatonic area include 
several of Massachusetts most uncom
mon species. These submersed plants in
clude Comb Water-milfoil (Endangered), 
Hill's Pondweed (Special Concern), and 
Ogden's Pondweed (Endangered). Both 
pondweeds are uncommon on a global 
scale, with Ogden's Pondweed being 
particularly rare with a very restricted 
range. Comb Water-milfoil, which, like 
Ogden's Pondweed, has only 3 current 
sites in Massachusetts, has a broad 
global distribution. Both of these spe
cies are limited to alkaline ponds. Hill's 
Pondweed is somewhat more common 
in Massachusetts, although Berkshire 
County, with 13 current and 8 historic re
cords, contains about one-third of all the 
known occurrences in the world. While 
it does best in cold, clean, alkaline water 
bodies, Hill's Pondweed has somewhat 
broader habitat requirements, and is also 
found in deep marshes, beaver ponds, 
and a farm pond. 

All of these aquatic plants are difficult to 
identify; great care is needed to observe 
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A Sora, one several secretive waterbirds found in the Housatonic's marsh habitats, 
goes airbourne. While not under imminent threat, the Sora is listed in the State 
Wildlife Action Plan as one of many Species in Greatest Need of Conservation. 

the diagnostic details of the flowers and 
other structures to be sure of the species 
identification. As with the bio!ogists for 
all the species groups, we were very fortu
nate in contracting with expert botanists 
who could deal with the many difficult 
species in the Housatonic area. 

Riparian Habitats 
The riparian or "riverside" habitats 

category is a very broad one. It includes 
everything from mudflats to the shore 
and bank, and up into the wetlands along 
the river. This is an area patrolled by the 
adults of the dragonflies that spend their 
earliest days as nymphs in the river and 
stream sediments. Marshbirds forage for 
food along the mudflats and banks, and 
nest in marshes along the river and up 
its tributaries. Wood Turtles hibernate in 
the banks , spend their summers along the 
streams and river in both wetlands and 
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uplands, and nest nearby (or far away) 
in sandy shores and uplands. 

Mudflats and sand bars support two an
nual grass-like state-listed species found 
during the surveys. Frank's Lovegrass 
(Special Concern) and Intermediate Spike
sedge (Threatened) grow in open sandy
to-muddy riverbars and river shores, 
usually during periods of low water when 
sediments are exposed. Intermediate 
Spike-sedge is more specific to alkaline 
conditions than is Frank's Lovegrass. 

Mudflats and other shallow shores are 
important but transient environments 
along the river, moving from yearto year 
as the river moves. Such sites are good 
for annual plants, which produce many 
seeds that get distributed widely and can 
quickly grow when conditions are right 
- such as when the mud emerges from 
the water. Some areas become tangles 
of rapidly-growing, opportunistic, often 



weedy species. These seasonal sites are 
parts of the habitats of many animals, 
common and rare, often as resting or for
aging areas, or simply providing access 
to the water. Seasonally-flooded areas 
adjacent to the river that retain water 
for much of the year but are located 
at slightly higher elevation than the 
mud flats may support riparian marsh 
habitats that include areas identified as 
Wet Meadows, Deep Emergent Marshes, 
and Shallow Emergent Marshes. These 
are relatively common types of natural 
communities that support many com
mon as well as uncommon species. 
These marshes along the Housatonic 
and up its tributaries provide habitat 
for the group of birds known as "secre
tive water birds," a few of which are the 
American Bittern (Endangered), King 
Rail (Endangered), Common Moorhen 
(Special Concern), and the Sora and 
Green Heron. The latter two species, 
although not listed under the MESA, are 
included in the State WildlHeAction Plan 
(SWAP) as Species in Greatest Need of 
Conservation. 

In surveys for secretive water bird 
species at 81 sites throughout the Hou
satonic basin, 9 of 10 target species were 
located bywalking transects through the 
marshes and broadcasting recordings of 
the calls of the target birds around dawn 
and dusk, and listening for (and record
ing) replies. Although the marshes sup
ported variable vegetation, most of the 
sites inhabited by target species include 
cattails, and, somewhat alarmingly, inva
sive purple loosestrife and common reed. 
Many marshes supported only one pair of 
a single species of secretive water bird, 
but the largest marshes and stretches 
of mosaics of riverside marshes with 
other wetland communities supported 
multiple pairs and species of secretive 
water birds. 

These larger marshes supported not 
only multiple species of marsh birds, 
but also state-listed dragonflies and 
butterflies, plants, and/or Wood Turtles 
(which occurred as single occurrences in 
smaller habitats, as well). Adult dragon
flies patrol marshes for insect prey. New 
and previously known populations of the 
state-listed butterflies being surveyed 
were also confirmed in riparian marshes. 
Mustard White butterflies (Threatened) 

For further 
lnformation: 
The MassWildlife NHESP website: 

www.nhesp.org 

http://www.mass.gov/dfweJe/dfw/ 
nhesp/nhesp.htm 

Housatonic information: 
town reports , the technical report, 

and the general report: 

http://www.mass.gov/dfwele/dfw/ 
nhesp/conservation/housatonic.htm 

Species Fact sheets: 
http://www.mass.gov/dfwele/dfw/ 

nhesp/species_info/species_home.htm 

Natural Community information: 
http://www.mass.gov/dfwele/dfw/ 

nhesp/natural_communities/natural_ 
communaies.htm 

BioMap2: 
http://www.mass.gov/dfwele/dfw/ 
nhesp/land_protection/biomap/ 

biomap_home.htm 

Intermediate Spike-sedge, an alka
line-loving, state-listed Threatened 
species, is an annllal grass-like plant 
that grows in open sandy-to-mllddy 
river bars and shores. 
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The Mustard White butterfly, a state-listed Threatened species, is seen here in the 
clutches of a crab spider that ambushed it among the flowers of a Narrow-leaved 
Spring Beauty, a state-listed Endangered plant. The butterfly reaches its southern 
range limits in Massachusetts, where it is only found in the Housatonic watershed. 

which inhabit wet forest openings as well 
as wet meadows, fields, and pastures, 
were confirmed at 6 sites, including 2 
new ones. 

The Mustard White is a northern spe
cies at the southern edge of its range in 
Massachusetts, where it occurs only in 
the Housatonic watershed . That means 
these occurrences are a significant part 
of its population here. Mustard White 
butterflies live up to their name, feeding 
on plants in the mustard family. The Dion 
Skipper (Threatened) was also found 
at 6 (mostly different) sites, including 3 
new sites, one of which may be the larg
est known in the state. With only 9 sites 
in the state, 8 of which are in Berkshire 
County, the new sites are quite significant 
finds for this species that is moderately 
widespread, yet considered vulnerable 
in many states . Its preferred habitat is 
calcareous sedge wetlands. Adults nectar 
in nearby upland fields. 
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Riparian and other marshes throughout 
the watershed provide important habitat 
for many species, rare and common alike, 
as parts of larger habitats of animals that 
roam the region , and as entire habitats for 
more sedentary species. The latter group 
would include the Jefferson Salamander, 
a Species of Special Concern that breeds 
in vernal pools along the river, some in 
the marshes, others in floodplain forests, 
and which spends its adult life in nearby 
upland forests. 

Classifying Communities 
The longer river stretches that are 

least affected by development include 
forested areas, often in a mosaic of 
natural community types, including Ma
jor-river Floodplain Forest, Transitional 
Floodplain Forest, Alluvial Red Maple 
Swamps, newly-identified Red Maple
Black Ash-Bur Oak Swamp, and more 
common types of natural communities 
such as shrub swamps and Rich Conifer 



Swamps. The meanders of rivers, differ
ent flood regimes in different areas, and 
slight topographic diversity produce 
an intimate mix of conditions that sup
port different natural communities and 
species. Areas of floodplain along the 
Housatonic, such as the George Darey 
Housatonic VaHey WMA and the Hop 
Brook WMA, owe much of their species 
diversity to the mix of community types 
that they contain. It should be noted, 
however, that each community (or part 
of the mix) has to be large enough to 
support viable populations of the spe
cies that live in it; that is one reason why 
continuous stretches of relatively undis
turbed river and riverside communities 
are considered to be very important 

for biodiversity protection ~ each part 
can be large enough to support habitat
specific species, and the mix can support 
the larger, more mobile animals. 

One of the more interesting natural com
munity discoveries that emerged from 
the surveys was of the above-mentioned, 
newly-identified Red Maple-Black Ash
Bur Oak Swamp. So far, the first identified 
occurrence in the George Darey Housa
tonic Valley WMA is the only floodplain 
site recorded of that community type 
in Massachusetts. Its discovery in Hou
satonic sparked subsequent field work 
that is still ongoing to locate additional 
occurrences of this community type and 
to more specifically define the classified 
type. Subsequent finds have now been re

corded in the town of Shef
field in basins with small 
streams; quite different 
from the large floodplain 
along the Housatonic. 
The contractors for a 
1990s EPA study on the 
Housatonic had identified 
the same community in 
the WMA, but called it a 
Circumneutral Hardwood 

...v~~:a Swamp. That label actu
ally describes it quite well 
since it does not have the 
species that indicate an 
alkaline habitat with an 
abundance of calcium 
(calcareous habitat) and 
hard water. There is ap
parently enough calcium 
available to reduce the 
acidity of the water and 
soil, however, making it 

. circumneutral. 

Wildlife community types 
are not always easy to 
identify. This is a spring 
view of a Red Maple-Black 
Ash-Bur Oak Swamp 
Community in Sheffield, 
Mass. It was discovered 
after the community type 
was identified in the 
Housatonic suroeys. Bur 
oak reaches the eastern
most edges of its range in 
western Massachusetts. 
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Green Dragon, a state-listed Threatened species, is a relative of the common 
Jack-in-the-Pulpit. In Massachusetts, it is currently only known to exist in Flood
plain Forest habitats within the Housatonic and Connecticut River floodplains. 

However, because of the naming 
conventions in The Classification of the 
Natural Communities of Massachusetts and 
a desire for a name to be identifiable in 
the field, we went with the currently used 
name - Red Maple-Black Ash-Bur Oak 
Swamp - that includes the dominant 
and diagnostic species. Red Maple as a 
species doesn't tell us much about the 
habitat: it is a generalist species that is 
the canopy dominant in multiple types of 
communities, mostly wetland but some 
upland as well . The presence of abundant 
Black Ash in the canopy and subcanopy, 
along with a very rich herbaceous layer, 
indicate that nutrients besides calcium 
are available in this habitat. Bur Oak, a 
Species of Special Concern, is at about the 
easternmost edge of its natural distribu
tion in western Massachusetts, where it is 
limited to swamps (unlike in the midwest 
where it occurs in a much greater range 
of habitats including savannas along the 
prairie edges where its thick bark helps 
it survive fires) as well as wetlands. 

Bur Oak throughout its range grows in 
non-acidic or even alkaline conditions, 
which it certainly finds here. But why 
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populations of Bur Oak in Massachusetts 
are limited to wetlands is not clear. Pos
sibilities include competition by other 
species in the uplands, or the parental 
individuals that managed to reach this 
edge of the range may have had a limited 
gene pool that favored survival in wetland 
habitats. On the other hand , it may simply 
have hybridized with local Swamp White 
Oak -a species with a very definite affinity 
for wetland habitats - to the point that 
the genes conferring success in wetland 
habitats have come to prevail. 

The other communities in the floodplain 
mosaic along the Housatonic include the 
various types of floodplain forest that of
ten grade from one type to another, with 
the central areas being quite distinct, but 
the edges being difficult to attribute to 
one type or another (one of the joys of 
trying to classify natural communities 
that haven't read the classification mate
rial). Classifying includes establishing 
arbitrary boundaries of abstracted types 
that are necessary for naming, but may 
be difficult to apply on the ground. Usu
ally, established , mature communities 
are easier to classify into types than are 



many of the relatively young community 
occurrences that may retain species from 
different successional stages as well as 
invasive exotic species. Invasive spe
cies are particularly common in natural 
community occurrences that have been 
established after severe disturbances to 
the community or land; forests regrowing 
in areas that had been cleared for pasture 
or crops usually have far more invasive 
species in greater abundance than forests 
that have been maintained as forests for 
multiple generations of forest trees. 

The Housatonic supports multiple good 
occurrences of Major-river Floodplain 
Forest, which is dominated by large, 
widely spaced Silver Maple and Cotton
wood trees, and Transitional Floodplain 
Forest, which is similar but lacks Cotton
woods. There is usually no shrub layer, 
but the herbaceous layer of Major-river 
Floodplain Forests may be waist high 
nettles or (much to the relief of ecolo
gists surveying the community) dense 
patches of Ostrich Fern. In the second 
year of the surveys, NHES~'s entom?lo
gist visited the best ostrich fern sites 
identified in Year 1 by the botanists and 
ecologist during their surveys and found 
Ostrich Fern Borer (a Species of Special 
Concern) moth larvae at 6 of the 7 sites 
surveyed - all new! 

Although the understory of Major-river 
Floodplain Forest is typically composed 
of large patches of just a few plant spe
cies, it does include other plants in the 
herbaceous layer, most of which also 
occur in Transitional Floodplain Forest. 
The latter also regularly contains Green 
Ash and American Elm in the canopy, 
but, again, no Cottonwood. It floods less 
intensely than Major-river Forest , and 
saplings of the dominant trees are much 
more common. The herbaceous layer is 
more mixed, and may include several 
state-listed species of sedges , including 
Gray's Sedge (Threatened) and Foxtail 
Sedge (Threatened), both of which are 
limited to floodplain communities and 
were documented in these surveys. Green 
Dragon (Threatened), a somewhat weird 
relative of Jack-in-the-Pulpit with 7-13 
leaflets instead of 3 and a 4-8-inch-long 
spadix (the 'jack' that is in the covered 
pulpit of its relative) that extends beyond 
the inconspicuous flowers, was found 
in Transitional and High-terrace Flood-

plain Forests along the Housatonic. It is 
also known from the Connecticut River 
floodplains. 

Another type of floodplain forest, 
High-terrace Floodplain Forest , has likely 
decreased even more dramatically in 
abundance than other types of floodplain 
forests since the time that farming started 
in the Housatonic Valley (and all our other 
river valleys for that matter). It is a decidu
ous hardwood forest that occurs along 
riverbanks, above the zone of annual 
flooding, but that floods often enough to 
enrich the soil and keep out some of the 
upland species. It offers prime agricul
tural soil, hence areas with High-terrace 
Floodplain Forests were among the first 
to be exploited by colonial farmers. 

Several good occurrences of High
terrace Floodplain Forest were newly 
identified along the Housatonic during 
the surveys. That this habitat remains 
is especially good news to one of our en
dangered species, Narrow-leaved Spring 
Beauty, which in Massachusetts seems 
to be limited to High-terrace Floodplain 
Forest habitats. Green Dragon , as men
tioned above, was also located in these 
forest occurrences. Many other plant and 
animal species, rareand common, use the 
mosaic of habitats along the river. 

Away from the river, the Housatonic Val
ley supports some of the rarest habi~ats 
in Massachusetts - ones where calcIUm 
occurs in the water and soil. The lime
stone hills and the wetlands near them 
support very uncommon natural com
munities and many state-listed species . 
Although some occurrences were found 
and surveyed during the NRD-funded 
surveys, they were not the main focus of 
the 2-year study. A few small occurrences 
of Calcareous Sloping Fens on the slopes 
from the uplands to the river valley were 
newly identified in this survey. 

As a group, calcareous wetlands are 
uncommon, in state and globally; the 
various more specific types are all con
sidered to be imperiled in Massachusetts. 
They all provide habitat to multiple state 
anel regionally uncommon species. The 
occurrences near the river were found to 
support rare butterflies and plants, and 
are part of the habitat of Wood Turtles 
and dragonflies. A few calcareous rock 
outcrops and these small areas of calcare
ous wetlands that were found very near 
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the river along with previously known 
occurrences will receive additional study 
over the next few years. 

The recently completed survey work 
reinforces the knowledge we already 
had that the Housatonic River corridor is 
very important to the biodiversity of the 
state and the larger surrounding region. 
We filled in some gaps left by previous 
surveys, updated records, found new 
and sometimes unexpected species and 
habitats, and, with the communities, 
found some new questions to continue 
to study. 

Among the products for the grant sup
porting these surveys are reports to 
the individual towns in the Housatonic 
watershed (now posted on our website). 
To produce the strongest conserva
tion planning documents we could, we 
included the results of this survey and 
other data from NHESP's database, and 
combined that with the results of the 
recently released (2010) BioMap2 to 
help with conservation planning on local 
and regional scales. BioMap2 analyses 
produced core areas for Species of Con
servation Concern, clusters of vernal 
pools, high quality aquatic and wetland 
areas, large forest areas, and areas of 
Critical Natural Landscape (all defined 
and discussed in the BioMap2 documents 

The exact popula
tion status of the 
beautiful Leopard 
Frog in Massachu
setts is not clear, 
but the species is 
now well docu
mented within the 
Housaton ic water
shed. Like the more 
common Pickerel 
Frog it somewhat re
sembles, it appears 
to have an affinity 
for moist, terrestrial 
habitats such as wet 
meadows and wet 
forest openings and 
is often only season
ally associated with 
standing water. 
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on our website). The resulting 'BioMap2 
Core Habitats' were then prioritized for 
their importance for land protection on 
a regional and town basis. These surveys 
of the Housaton ic area greatly enhanced 
our knowledge of rare species in the area, 
and confirmed what we had known: The 
Housatonic watershed is an important 
contributor to the biodiversity of Mas
sachusetts, an area with a remarkably 
high concentration of state-listed species 
and uncommon natural communities, 
many of which do not occur elsewhere 
in the state. . ..... 

Patricia Swain has been the Natural Com
munity Ecologist for MassWildlife's Natural 
Heritage & Endangered Species Program 
for almost 25 years. She was the project 
manager for the Housatonic survey project 
and is currently working on describing 
new types of natural communities (one is 
mentioned in the article) and refining the 
definitions of others of the 110 types cur
rently classified in the state. Much to her 
liking, this involves visiting and sampling 
the best occurrences of the various types 
being revised, and finding new occurrences 
of all the uncommon types, with a foClls on 
the least common and most threatened. 



by Andrew Madden 
The first dayof spring, 2011, brought two 

things to Berkshire County and the DFW's 
Western District Office: an unexpected 
and rapidly accumulating snowstorm that 
caused slick roads and numerous acci
dents , and one of the most interesting calls 
we have ever received at the Dalton office. 
It came from Pittsfield Police dispatch : a 
report of "two bald eagles entangled on the 
ground ." When we arrived at the densely 
populated, residential neighborhood , one 
block from downtown, we could seea small 
circle of spectators in the middle of the 
street. As we approached the crowd and 
focused on the object of their attention, 
we were surprised to see first one white 
head and then another turn and look 
in our direction. Although their bodies 
were completely covered by a blanket of 
wet snow, there was no mistaking those 
distinctive heads. These were eagles! 

Bald eagles, like these two, one ma
ture and one immature, often grapple 
in the air over food, during courtship 
and mating, orsimplyinplay, butwhen 
nesting territories are at stake, aerial 
battles may become deadly serious. 

I was fortunate to have experienced 
Wildlife Technicians Nancy Dewkett, 
Jacob Morris-Siegel, and Dale Beals to help 
devise a plan for separating and assessing 
the birds. We soon realized the combat
ants were in no position to struggle with 
us. In fact , there was no movement of 
wings or legs ; only the silent opening of 
beaks and turning of heads . A witness 
reported that the birds had dropped out 
of the sky onto the street. It must have 
been a rapid descent because the eagles 
were locked tightly together and clearly 
had no intention of loosening their grips. 
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The larger of t he two 
birds had the talons of 
its right foot through 
the skin of the neck on 
the smaller bird. The 
smaller bird had both 
feet firmly grasping 
the lower body of the 
larger bird , including 
one talon which had 
penetrated the skin of 
the lower leg. Neither 
bird would release its 
grip, and both seemed 
willing to hold their 
positions until one of 
them perished or tired 
enough to loosen its 
grip and allow a shift 
of power. It was truly 
a standoff, and it was 
fortunate that they 
landed in a densely 
populated neighbor
hood.1f they had fallen 
in a remote location, 
one or both would 
likely have died. 

Eagle talons are 
formidable weapons 
and we kept their 
penetrating power 
and gripping strength 
in mind as we worked 
to separate the pair. 
Their unwillingness 
to yield and their fo-
cused concentration 
worked in our favor as 
we slowly extracted 
each individual talon 
while the snow contin-
ued to accumulate on 
our backs. The most 
difficult part was se-
curing the talons one 
by one and preventing 
a renewed grip into 
bird or hand. This deli-
cate work prohibited 
the use of our heavy 
raptor gloves. When the final separation 
was complete, we quickly secured the 
birds and put them into animal carriers 
for further assessment. 

Once in the carriers, both eagles had the 
opportunity to rest and recover somewhat 
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from their ordeal. After consulting with vet
erinary experts and our own endangered 
species biologists, we made the decision 
to release the birds. The injuries did not 
seem life threatening, anel there was no 
evidence of significant blood loss or skel
etal damage. We suspected that one of the 



of the nest. The larger 
of the two flew high into 
a nearby tree upon re
lease and watched and 
waited for us to leave. 
The smaller bird took 
a direct route toward 
the nest site without 
stopping. 

Epilogue 
Many eagle chicks 

are banded in the 
Northeast every year. 
Band records for these 
two showed that the 
larger one was a 4-year
old male, captive bred 
in eastern New York. 
Unfortunately, that 
bird died5 days later in 
New York from severe 
injuries, possibly as a 
result of an encounter 
with another eagle . 
The smaller bird was 
an 8-year-old male 
banded as a chick in 
a wild nest in New 
York. We now believe 
that this bird is one 
of the nesting adults 
in the Pittsfield area. 
That nest success
fully produced two 
chicks in 2011 that 
DFW staff banded in 
early June with both 
adult eagles present. 
Unfortunately, the 
male was found dead 
of unknown causes 
in Richmond , Mass., 
last fall. 

It is likely that the 
captive bred, young
er bird was invading 
the territory of the 
PHtsfield pair, and the 
battle that ensued was 

Cell phone photo © by Darren Cowell an attempt to drive off 
the intruder. As bald 

birds was from a nesting pair in Pittsfield, 
although we did not yet know which one. 
Exhallstion and the risk of infection were 
concerns, but we also considered the 
potential for brood or clutch failure if we 
delayed release. Ultimatelywe let the birds 
go in different locations, but within range 

eagle populations continue to expand 
throughout the state, conflicts between 
birds will be more common and perhaps 
more intense . Nevertheless, those who 
witnessed the unusual events on that 
snowy spring day will remember it for a 
long time to come. 'V 
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The word "rat," applied to any being, 
is about as derogatory, repulsive, and 
disgust-inspiring a term as any that can 
be used in polite company. We typically 
associate it with the Norway or "wharf" 
rat, an animal with an unprecedented 
record for causing disease, famine, and 
death through its almost supernatural 
ability to find, consume, and defile food 
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stores; and to spread contagion directly 
by fouling our foods and living spaces, 
or indirectly through its parasites. The 
historical record implicates this animal 
in tens of millions of human deaths (most 
spectacularly during the "Black Death" 
outbreak of plague that consumed 25 
million people in 14th century Europe). 
No other vertebrate (save us) has come 



close to achieving this level of human 
suffering and devastation. 

But not all rats are Norway rats, and 
some, like our native muskrat, Ondatra 
zibethicus, are not really rats at all. The 
muskrat is classified in the same order 
(Rodentia - the gnawing mammals) as 
the Norway rat, but like many members 
of this enormous group (including mice, 
voles, squirrels, beavers, lemmings, and 
porcupines) it bears little resemblance 
to its nefarious and distant cousin. Other 
than its ever-growing incisors (a feature 
shared by all rodents), the nakedness 
(though certainly not the shape) of its 
definitive tail, and the fact that it is 
adaptable and omnivorous, the muskrat 
has few physical or behavioral features 
in common with rats. It is more closely 
related to the lemmings and voles (and is 
the largest member of their 142-member 
subfamily, Arvicolinae) than it is to the 
true rats (genus Rattus), but it stands 
alone as the only member of its own ge
nus, Ondatra. The fossil record indicates it 
is a relatively young species that evolved 
in North America, probably from a much 
smaller, less aquatic species, Pliopotamys 
minor (a.k.a. the "Pliocene river mouse") 
in just the past few million years. 

The muskrat's scientific name is 
Ondatra zibethica, which basically trans-

lates as "musky-smelling muskrat" (Onda
tra being the Iroquois name for the animal 
and zibethicus being Latin for "musky
odored"). The origin of the common name 
of the species, which dates back to the 
early 1600s, is a more contentious subject 
that etymologists still haven't settled. The 
native Massachusett (more specifically, 
the Natick) tribe called it musquash, a name 
still in common use in certain regions oi 
the continent today. The Cree called it 
watjask, the Ojibwa, wajashk, the Pow
hatan, muscassus or muscascus [literally 
"it is red"; apparently in reference to the 
animal's reddish brown fur], and the 
Abenaki called it moskwas or muskwessu 
(from which musquash was perhaps de
rived). 

It appears the Colonials dragged mus
quash into their own lingua franca and 
transformed it into muskrat (or musk-rat) 
in view of the animal's rat-like features 
and musky smell. Not too much later the 
nickname "Muskrat Head" was applied to 
President Zachary Taylor, and in looking 
at his portraits, one must admit there is 
a bit of an abstract resemblance. The 
moniker must have been derogatory 
rather than a humorous reference to his 
hair, however, as it is said that he hated 
the nickname "and had strong reactions 
to a mere mention of muskrats." 
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The muskrat is a highly adaptable spe
cies, capable of thriving in a wide range 
of climates and wetland habitats, so it is 
not surprising that it ranges over much 
of the United States and Canada except 
for the desert southwes t and the tropical 
southeast (where the round-tailed musk
rat, also known as the Florida water rat , 
Neofiber alieni, somewhat fills the same 
niche). The formidable adaptability of 
the muskrat has allowed it to become a 
spectacularly invasive species almost 
anywhere it has been introduced outside 
of its natural range. Widely recognized as 
a valuable fur and meat resource, it was 
introduced to many countries worldwide 
In the last century, and as a result, it can 
now be found across much of temperate 
Europe and Asia, Japan, and temperate 
South America (Argentina and Chile). 

Hidden in Plain Sight 
If there are any wetlands in the vicinity 

of your home, or if your commute takes 
you past any wetlands as you travel to 

and from work, you are somewhere in 
the vicinity of muskrats on a dai 'ly basis. 
The spec,ies is easily the most common 
semi-aquatic mammal in North America, 
far more common than the beaver, and 
can be found in most lakes, ponds, open 
swamps, marshes (including salt marsh
es), and the low-velocity sections of riv
ers and lowland streams. But as with so 
many things in Nature, unless you make 
the very gratifying effort to perceive them 
and/or their sign, you could probably go 
a lifetime without ever becoming aware 
of the presence of muskrats . That would 
be a pity, as muskrats are very interesting 
animals to observe and study. 

The muskrats themselves don't always 
make it easy. They are chiefly crepuscular 
- active most in the hours around dawn 
and dusk - or even downright nocturnal. 
But if you observe wetlands, especially in 
the afternoon , you will quickly discover 
that at least some individuals are some
times active in daylight (especially in 
spring when the mating urge is strongest), 

While muskrats usually flee when approached, they can also be sllrprisingly 
irascible animals at times, particularly during the first weeks of the mating season 
in March and April. While such an animal may appear indifferent, inviting close 
approach, be aware that it may take sudden, violent exception to the invasion of 
its privacy. This one chomped on the boot and immediately fled the scene. 
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Muskrat, top, and beaver, below, both have relatively flat-topped profiles in the 
water: If obvious differences in size and tail shape are not observable, look for 
the beaver's relatively large ears and big black nose,· the muskrat's are small and 
generally indistinct. 

and it really isn't difficult to observe them 
from distances of 30-50yards. While they 
can be quite shy at times, disappearing 
into the water with a slap of the tail (like 
the beaver's famous alarm slap) at the 
fi rst sign of an approaching human, at 
other times they are almost oblivious to 
close approach and observation, appar
ently preoccupied with feeding, clean
ing/combing their fur, or just enjoying a 
little solar radiation. 

Muskrats do not have exceptional vi
sual, auditory, or even olfactory senses. 
This may explain why they are sometimes 
easily approached . But don't assume 
such seemingly indifferent animals are 
not alert. They may have little shoe-but-

ton eyes , but they aren't teddy bears: 
They can be surprisingly belligerent if 
approached too closely or disturbed. 

Muskrats that are cornered, or sur
prised, or maybe just in a bad mood, don't 
hesitate to attack animals much larger 
than themselves. (Those that have been 
displaced from their home territories 
by flood or other factors are said to be 
particularly irritable.) In these situations 
they typically launch a surprise, jack-in
the-box attack without warning, jumping 
and biting at the source of their irrita
tion. They may immediately abandon 
the attack after a quick bite, scampering 
or swimming for the nearest cover, or 
may even pursue it until the offending 
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The muskrats long, vertically compressed tail is one of its most unique and dis
tinguishing features. Because this appendage typically drags when the animal is 
walking, a set of muskrat tracks in snow or mud is usually easy to identify. 

animal is driven from the vicinity. While 
such an assault may play right into the 
paws of an experienced coyote looking 
for a meal, it is typically so unexpected, 
coming from such a small and innocuous 
looking creature, that it will cause most 
humans, many dogs, and other surprised 
predators to turn tail and run! 

Muskrats are not large animals, weigh
ing about 2-3 pounds and comparable in 
size to a rabbit or small house cat. The 
head is large in relation to the body and 
may appear quite angular and boxy from 
certain perspectives, very similar to the 
beaver's flat-topped noggin. The short 
ears, mostly obscured by the fur, further 
enhance this perception. Like those of 
many aquatic mammals, the muskrat's 
ears and nostrils close automatically 
when the animal submerges, and like the 
beaver, the muskrat has a lip structure 
that allows it to bite and chew while 
submerged without getting a mouthful 
of water. Another trait muskrats share 
with many other aquatic mammals is 
that they are physiologically equipped 
to be less sensitive to the buildup of 
carbon dioxide in their blood than most 
terrestrial animals. This allows them 
to remain submerged for 15 minutes or 
more. They also possess a circulatory 
adaptation called regional heterothermia 
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that significantly reduces heat loss from 
the feet and tail while still protecting 
those extremities from frostbite. 

The body stands about 5 inches high 
and is 10 -14 inches long, rather roundish 
and compact, and sports the additional 
suffix of an 8-1O-inch naked, scaly tail. The 
tail is muscular with flat sides, making it 
a superb rudder, sculling oar, and balanc
ingorgan, and among all the rodents, just 
like the beaver's matchless paddle of a 
tail, it is unique to the muskrat. From my 
limited observations I am almost con
vinced that it is undulated from side to 
side like an oversized flagellum, providing 
not just steering, but genuine propulsion, 
when the animal is swimming. More likely 
it is the large, partially webbed back feet 
with their fringe of very stiff hairs that 
provide most of the power in the water, 
but the tail is most certainly an integral 
factor in the ability of these animals to 
swim backward as well as forward , and to 
dive or turn on a dime under full throttle. 
Because the tail tends to drag when the 
animal is on land, the muskrat track is 
distinctive and easy to identify in mud, 
slush, or snow. 

Muskrats have relatively short legs and 
big feet. Both the front and back feet bear 
sharp, slightly curved claws that are 



primarily used for digging, but are also 
utilized for combing and grooming the fur 
and for helping to grasp and manipulate 
food items. The muskrat's reddish-to
dark-brown or black fur coat, silvery on 
the belly, is very warm, soft , and dense. 
It is composed of long, glossy guard hairs 
that suffuse and overlay a much denser 
layer of soft underfur that traps air and 
provides insulation and buoyancy. The 
pelt is commercially valuable and more 
muskrat fur has probably been trapped 
and traded worldwide than that of any 
other furbearer. (The musk that gives the 
animal its name is also collected from 
their glands and sold as an ingredient in 
perfumes.) Most muskrat pelts are used 
to make coats, hats, and fur trim, but 
my trapping buddies tell me that one of 
the neatest things about a tube-skinned 
muskrat pelt is that it makes a near-ideal, 
all natural mitten with minimal fuss and 
bother. Muskrat fur is often dyed, and 

has been sold under such euphemisms 
as "river mink" and "Hudson seal." 

Another common euphemism for 
muskrat is "marsh rabbit." It is applied 
to muskrat meat and refers to both its 
origin and appearance. Those in the know 
say muskrat flesh is sweet, red, and rich, 
and quite superior in flavor and texture 
to that of the much-lauded beaver. The 
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Detroit , 
presumably in admittance to an abundant 
natural resource favored by the local 
subsistence population , provided its 
parishioners with a special dispensation 
allowing them to eat muskrat on Fridays 
during Lent (when fish is normally the 
only meat allowed) . Muskrat remains 
a traditional dish in parts of Michigan, 
along the Chesapeake Bay, and has even 
earned a limited following in certain parts 
of Europe, where the equivalent of "Eat 
more muskrat!" campaigns have been 
mounted to encourage harvest and use 

Muskrat houses look similar in shape to beaver lodges, but are composed pri
marily of succulent plant stems and mud, rather. than sticks and mud. Many 
other wetland species use these structures for sunning and loafing platforms, and 
Canada Geese and Mute Swans often nest on them. This one is being enjoyed by 
a pair of resting Mallards, a Wood Duck, and a basking Painted Turtle. 
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of the rodents. Muskrats are particularly 
disliked by cranberry growers and other 
agricultural and government interests 
who must maintain earthen dikes, levees, 
and dams to guide or hold back water 
(think Netherlands). Muskrats often find 
such structures irresistibly attractive for 
burrowing, and unless prevented from 
doing so, will undermine their integrity as 
they tunnel up to 45 feet into the banks. 

Structures 
Muskrats that do not live in marshes 

or shallow, highly-vegetated wetlands 
usually live in bank burrows, some of 
which are quite elaborate and may be 
used for generations . The burrows are 
excavated from below the surface, and 
then rise into the bank above the water 
table to multiple chambers that can house 

-------

In addition to houses and burrows, muskrats build all sorts olleeding and loaf
ing platforms (perhaps to avoid the social interaction required in the house). In 
winter they often pile mud and vegetation ( "push-ups ") near holes in the ice to 
insulate themselves from the bare surface. This muskrat, perched on an open 
feeding platform and sitting on his tail, is grooming its fur with one of its par
tially-webbed hind feet. 
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several animals. The top of the burrow 
often ends obscurely just below a dense 
root mat that allows for ventilation while 
requiring an invading predator to an
nounce its intentions. The tunnel width 
is 6-8 inches, and if water levels fall to 
expose the entrance, muskrats will dig 
a canal of similar width and depth in 
an attempt to retain contact with the 
receding water. 

Due to the lowland nature of their cho
sen habitat, marsh-dwelling muskrats 
don't often have the option of digging 
bank burrows. Instead, they construct 
conical houses that rise like ant mounds 
from the surrounding marsh. These are 
o.fte.n built on submerged stumps or 
Similar sturdy foundations. The animals 
simply pile mud and vegetation to a 
height of 2-3 feet above the surface and 
r<;>ughly 4-6 feet in diameter, and as the 
pile settles, they tunnel into it from two 
or more locations beneath the surface of 
the water. Eventually it is hollowed out 
to create one or two living chambers. 
While muskrat houses are neither as 
large nor as sturdy as beaver lodges, 
they are quite solid in winter, and , like 
the proverbial gingerbread house, have 
the wonderful trait of being edible if food 
supplies become limited. Swans and 
geese frequently make use of them for 
nesting platforms. 

The living chambers of houses and bur
rows are regularly supplied with clean, 
dry bedding if the season allows and 
the inhabitants never defecate in them. 
:\s many as 6 to 10 muskrats may crowd 
lOto a chamber to combine and share 
their warmth in winter. They may also 
utilize a portion of a beaver lodge for 
the same purpose if a predator or some 
environmental factor has driven them 
from home. Muskrats prefer to dine out 
of water, and in addition to houses they 
also build open feeding platforms out of 
cut vegetation where they can enjoy the 
sun while eating. They harvest their food 
in the water and then drag it to a feeding 
platform to consume in relative comfort 
and leisure. They also construct covered 
feeding huts that provide privacy and 
protection from weather and predators 
when feeding or grooming themselves. 

Life Cycles 
Basic muskrat social structure consists 

of a monogamous pair of adults and their 
young of the year. The pair marks the 
borders of their territory with musk and 
conspicuous piles of droppings, and they 
defend it vigorously from other muskrats 
that are not part of the immediate fam
ily. It is worth noting that when muskrat 
population density reaches high levels 
the normal social structure breaks dow~ 
and a straight dominance hierarchy 
develops. 

It appea~s that muskrats are cranky 
and unsociable homebodies that , once 
settled, rarely venture more than 50 feet 
~r ~~ from home. They seem to prefer 
IImltIOg contact with one another to 
mating, maternal care, and huddling for 
wa~mth in winter. Otherwise they walk a 
solitary path, and it is rare to see two or 
more muskrats in close proximity unless 
they are fighting, mating, or a mother 
with young. When the breeding season 
commences in late March or April , vicious 
and often deadly fights are common as 
interloping males try to usurp established 
patriarchs. Depending on habitat qual
Ity and population density, females give 
birth to 1-3 litters of 5-10 young from late 
spring into early fall. (Interestingly, the 
young are born with round tails ; the ap
pendage flattens vertically as its owner 
grows.) The adult male, busy with con
struction/maintenance and keeping the 
territorial boundary markers freshened , 
takes little interest in his offspring; the 
responsibility of rearing the young falls 
entirely to the female. The babies are 
weaned in less than a month and typically 
remain within their mother's territory 
until the following spring. 

Muskrats feed on a wide variety of 
succulent vegetation, both aquatic and 
terrestrial , and are probably unable to 
persist except in wetland habitats that 
contain significant amounts of emergent 
vegetation. They rarely eat submergent 
ve~etation, preferring instead the tubers , 
rhizomes, stems, and leaves of aquatic 
emergent plants. Ideal water depth for 
then: is probably around 1-4 feet , with 
a ratio of roughly 1 part open water to 3 
parts emergent vegetation. The species 
reaches its highest population densities 
(five pairs per hectare) in shallow, highly 
vegetated habitats such as marshes and 
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eutrophic ponds that are surrounded 
with succulent terrestrial vegetation and 
offer firm substrate on which to build 
lodges and feeding stations. Although 
they will consume acorns and map'le 
samaras if available, forested habitats 
are not to their liking. Their prime foods 
include cattails, sedges , arrowhead, 
water lily, pickerelweed, clover, various 
grasses, and willow. And like rabbits and 
woodchucks, they are not immune to the 
scintillating allure of a well-fertilized crop 
field or backyard vegetable garden. 

Like many otherwise dedicated vegetar
ians, muskrats do not adhere religiously 
to a plant diet. Technically, they could 
probably be classified as omnivores, 
since meat makes up about 5% of their 
diet. That's an important 5%, especially 
in northern areas where fresh greens 
become scarce in winter and the nutri
tional need for protein is high . It would 
probably be a safe bet to declare that 
northern muskrats eat more meat than 
those in the south , mostly because they 
have fewer options in winter. Items on 

their carnivore menu include freshwater 
mussels (sometimes lots of them, as 
evidenced by many near-pristine, empty 
shells revealed along shorelines after 
ice-out), snails, dead birds , fish, frogs , 
small turtles, crayfish, and insects. If the 
population density gets too high, they will 
also resort increasingly to cannibalism. 

The feeding habits of muskrats signifi
cantly affect their habitats. The constant 
munching and clearing of vegetation 
(especially in the immediate vicinity 
of houses) demonstrably prolongs the 
process of natural succession that even
tually transforms marsh habitat into wet 
meadow, and muskrats clearly maintain 
open water areas (much favored by wa
terfowt) by preventing cattai ls, sedges, 
and arrowhead from choking the entire 
surface . High-density muskrat popula
tions can be destructive, however, and 
at least one study in New York indicated 
that muskrat activity could encourage the 
growth of purple loosestrife, an invasive 
plant species that degrades wetland 
habitats (see issue No.3, 2011) . 

The muskrat diet consists primarily of the stems, tubers, and leaves of succulent, 
emergent plants, but they also eat acorns and maple samaras, and will readily 
raid vegetable gardens and crop fields located near the water. They also eat 
meat, including shellfish (especially freshwater mussels), carrion of many I?inds, 
and insects and crustaceans. Meat in the diet is especially important in winter. 
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Adult muskrats are normally rather unsociable in disposition, but littermates and 
their mother get along just fine, and in winter's cold, many muskrats may pack 
themselves into a house to share their body warmth. 

Although a muskrat may live for a 
decade in captivity, wild muskrats face 
dangers of great diversity. The typical 
lifespan of an adult in the wild is only 3-
4 years. There are few significant North 
American predators-avian, mammalian, 
or reptilian - that have not been reported 
to eat muskrats and/or their babies, but 
their most explicit predator is probably 
the mink, followed by raccoon, coyote, 
fox, and humans . Muskrats are also 
afflicted with various parasites and dis
eases, at least one of which is unique to 
the species and can spread like plague 
within overcrowded populations. 

Despite the tolls of predation, accident, 
disease, floods, and droughts , however, 
muskrat populations are more often on 
the increase than the decrease. Like their 
cousins the lemmings , muskrat popula
tions in some parts of their range are 
documented to follow oscillating, 6 - 14 
year population cycles punctuated by 
abrupt crashes. Here in New England , 
however, perhaps because predator/prey 
relationships are more complicated than 
those on, say, the northern Great Plains, 

this phenomenon is difficult to discern if 
it occurs at all. 

I hope you will get out this winter to 
look for muskrats in your local wetlands. 
Look for piles of mud and vegetation, 
called "push-ups," around holes in the 
ice. Muskrats apparently make these 
to avoid the problem of sticking to the 
ice (like the proverbial metal flagpole) 
whi le feeding, and if you observe one 
of these piles on a sunny, calm day, you 
are almost guaranteed to see a muskrat 
in action. While you observe, you might 
keep in mind that many Native Ameri
can cultures admired these animals 
and believed they could predict winter 
snowfall levels by noting the timing and 
size of muskrat house construction. The 
creation myths of many tribes featmethe 
muskrat as the hero animal that creates 
the first land by bringing mud up from 
the bottom of an infinite, primordial sea 
after all others have fai[ed . It's a much 
less anthropocentric myth than most of 
us heard as children, and certainly no 
less accurate. ........ 
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by H W Heusmann 

During January 2010, the winter banding of American 
black ducks resumed after a 22-year hiatus. 

Originally begun in the 1960s, winter 
black duck banding kicked into high gear 
in 1966-1967 as a requirement for a special 
late coastal black cluck season in New 
England. The regular duck season was 
55 days long in 1966, and the bag limit on 
black ducks was 3, but hunters could take 
up to 4 black ducks during a special permit 
late black duck season that ran from Dec. 
15 to Jan. 8 along coastal areas of Mas
sachusetts and New Hampshire. In 1967, 
the regular duck season was shortened 
to 50 days (45 with a split season) and the 
bag limit on blacks reduced to 2, but after 
the regular season closed on Dec . 19, a 
special coastal-only black duck season 
ran between Dec. 20 and Jan. 2, continuing 
with the 2 black cluck bag limit. 

The special seasons were predicated 
on the observation that many large "red
legged" black ducks, once thought to be 
a separate subspecies but subsequently 
determined to be adult males, did not 
migrate south until mid-December or later. 
Since this later influx of black clucks was 
composed primarily of males, and males 
outnumbered females, it was believecl that 
harvesting them would have little effect on 
the black duck breeding population. 
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During these years the goal was to band 
1 % of Massachusetts' wintering black 
duck population based on Midwinter Wa
terfowl Survey aerial counts along coastal 
Massachusetts. In the 1960s, these 
counts generally ranged from 23-30,000 
black ducks. Dur
ing the winter of 
1966-1967, 2,398 
black ducks were 
banded. It was a 
broad effort in
volving state, fed
eral , and munici
pal employees , 
as well as private 
citizens. Trap 
ping was done by 
using both bait 
traps and rocket 
netting, and cov
ered sites from 
the North Shore 
to Cape Cod as 
well as Buzzards 
Bay. 

Though the 
late black duck 
sea s 011 was '------~ ___ --'I 



designed as a 3-year experiment, opposi- bait traps in these high human popula-
tion from southern states in the Atlantic tion areas. 
Flyway resulted in the season being We used whole corn as bait, both for 
cancelled by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife rocket-netting and bait-trapping. In the 
Service (USFWS) after 2 years, despite case of rocket-netting, we would spread 
meeting banding goals. I had learned a row of corn along the beach, above the 
about the special late season while a high tide line and after the black ducks 
graduate student in Wildlife Biology at learned corn was food, theywould rush to 
the University of Massachusetts' Amherst the bait site. When they regularly cleaned 
campus. However, by the time I arrived up the corn, we would come with our 
at MassWildlife as a Conservation Helper, rocket net , propelled by three rockets 
the season had been cancelled. Winter loaded with special charges and chained 
black duck banding cOl1tinued, however, to the net. The net would be staked down 
and after I was promoted to the Waterfowl with five long spikes and the flaked-in net 
Biologist position in 1970, I spent the next camouflaged with either washed up sea 
18 years banding black ducks in January weed, or, if there was snow on the beach, 
and February. snow. The rockets woulld then be wired 

Banding continued at the Parker River up to a spool of wire which ran several 
National Wildlife Refuge in Newburyport hundred feet to our vehicle, or some-
by refuge personnel and our Southeast times just to spot where you crouched 
District crew operated bait traps in the in the snow. The rockets would be set 
Plymouth/Duxbury area, on Cape Cod, in with their tails shoved into the sand or 
the Wareham area, and on the Westport snow and adjusted to an angle neither 
River. The Westborough Headquarters, too high (give the birds too much area to 
where I was stationed, covered the Bos- escape) or too low (don't want to take off 
ton Metro area. Our two maj10r sites were any heads!) and also camouflaged. You 
behind the MDC garage in Lynn (on Lynn tested the connection with a blasting 
Harbor) and along Wollaston Beach in galvanometer, then hooked the wire up 
Quincy. Instead of using bait traps, we to a lO-cap blastin.g machine, or detona-
used rocket nets. This choice was in part tor, a hand-held device with a handle you 
because of concern about vandalism of twisted to create an electrical charge to 

A rocket-propelled net drops over a flock of soon-to-be-banded black ducks lured 
by corn to a beach in Lynn. Explosives regulations became so cumbersome 
following 9/11, that the agency no longer uses this capture method today. 
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speed down thewire 
to ignite the charges 
in the rockets . If 
all went well , the 
rockets burst forth, 
pulling the net up 
and covering the 
ducks. Then you 
would rush down 

---- the beach to secure 
the net before the birds managed to find 
their way out. The nets had aprons tied 
back to keep the edges of the net from 
flaring out, but sometimes the birds piled 
up and lifted the net high enough to al
low the birds on the bottom of the pile to 
escape, quickly followed by the rest . 

Once the catch was secured , one bander 
would retrieve a bird from under the 
net, record the sex (all birds banded 
after January 1 were considered adults) , 
band it, and release it. Some black ducks 
showed signs of hybridization with mal
lards, and occasionally a mallard would 
be caught. Normally, two people com
posed a banding crew, but sometimes 
three people would involved . 

Our corn came in lOO-pound bags and 
for rocket netting we would dump the full 
100 pounds. Carrying a 100-pound bag 
of corn over your shoulder, sometimes 
through thigh-deep snow, was no easy 
task. I know it sounds sexist, but back 
then , as a 20-sornething biologist, I told 
my weight lifting buddies this was why 
a woman couldn't do my job. Now, 40 
years later, neither can I! Today I carry 
my corn in a3-gallon pail, and any woman 
can do my job. 

Rocket netting could be exciting. There 
was always a gamble on how many 
birds you could get within range before 
something would scare them, causing 
the entire flock to fly off. Birds would 
sometimes come to the net site in dribs 
and drabs, five or six birds at a time, with 
some leaving while others were coming. 
It was possible to feed 100 ducks without 
ever having more than a dozen at the bait 
site at anyone time. Very frustrating. 

You couldn't help but tense up, watch
ing the birds fly in , gambling on how 
many more would get to the net before 
something scared them. Your co-worker 
might be whispering "Now, now! " but 
you wait for those last few birds walking 
up the beach toward the net...then twist 
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and "BAM! " Even as the net is settling 
you are already rushing madly down 
the beach to see what you've ended up 
with. If it was a good shot, all the rockets 
went out correctly, and a net full of birds 
would await. 

Not all days were successful. As the 
ducks came up to the net you carefully 
watched their heads : Down and feeding, 
good; up and alert, bad . At Wollaston 
Beach, dog walkers , joggers, and just 
people enjoying the beach as the envi
ronmental awareness of the 1970s came 
into play could wreck a day's effort. With 
one eye on the ducks and the other on 
whoever was coming down the beach , 
you had to choose just when to fire off 
the net. If there were no ducks there, or 
even if there were, people would come 
along, see the net , maybe kick at the 
rockets and knock them over. Sometimes 
you would have a good batch of ducks 
on the corn and a truck coming down 
Morrissey Boulevard would backfire, 
spooking them. Sometimes it would 
simply be a piece of paper blowing down 
the beach. Sometimes it appeared to be 
nothing at all. 

Occasionally, there would be hang-fires. 
A charge would not detonate with an ex
plOSion, but would fizzle like a sparkler, 
skittering along the beach. If it landed 
on the net it could burn a hole through 
it. Sometimes a charge was a complete 
dud and only two of the three rockets 
would go off, leaving plenty of room for 
the ducks to escape. If the net wasn't 
set right , a rocket might tangle the net , 
allowing the same thing. Running down 
the beach and seeing lots of ducks flying 
away was never a good sign . 

Ideally, the weather had to be cold and 
the bay iced up, covering the mussel flats 
the ducks normally fed over. However, if 
it were too cold , say 8° F or below, the 
instinct of the ducks was to sit down, 
pull up their feet , tuck their bills under 
their wings (the two areas of greatest 
heat loss) and wait it out even though 
there was a hundred pounds of corn only 
a dozen yards away. Their instincts told 
them it was better to conserve energy 
under such conditions than expend it 
under what normally would be a wasted 
effort hunting for a meal. 

It's not that ducks are so smart. I re
member one time when the tide was 



The blue speculum on the wing of any 
purebred black duck lacks the distinc
tive upper and lower white borders 
displayed by hen mallards. 

particularly low we dumped the line of 
corn about 20 feet lower on the beach 
than normal. A duck, seeing the bright 
yellow, flew up onto the beach, over the 
corn, landing where we normally dumped 
the bait. Then it stood there, looking 
confusedly for the corn that wasn't where 
it was supposed to be, not making the 
connection that it was simply a little 
closer than normal. 

When we started winter banding in the 
mid-1960s there were flocks of 600 black 
ducks at our sites in Lynn and QUincy. 
Gradually the flocks dwindled away and 
by the mid-1980s those same flocks con
sisted of about 60 birds. Our wintering 
population was declining coast-wide. 
The last time we had a count of over 
30,000 black ducks on the Midwinter 
Waterfowl Survey was in 1978. By the end 
of the 1980s, the counts were generally 
around 20,000. In response to declining 
populations, the daily black duck bag 
was further reduced to 1. 

We abandoned some of our less produc
tive bait-trap sites but at the same time, 

questions were being 
raised about what 
the winter banding 
data was telling us. 
While it was good 
for learning where 
our wintering birds 
were breeding based 
on band recover
ies (New Brunswick, 
southern Quebec, 
the Quabbin, etc .) , 
once we knew that, 
continued banding 
was not adding much 
to our knowledge of 
black ducks and why 
the population was 
declining. Because 
the birds were being 
banded during the 
winter anel exposed 
to 7 months of natu
ral mortality before 
the next hunting sea
son, and because all 

birds being banded were called adults, 
the information could not be used to 
calculate either recovery or survival 
rates, unlike ducks banded preseason 
in July-September. when young of the 
year can easily be distinguished from 
older birds. 

During the winter of 1987-1988 we 
banded only 520 black ducks. After more 
than two decades, the USFWS called a 
halt to all winter black duck banding 
in 1988, with the hopes that resources 
could be redirected to more summer 
banding efforts. 

The Present 
In 1989, the Black Duck Joint Venture, 

an international program under the North 
American Waterfowl Management Plan, 
was formed to coordinate a monitoring, 
research, and communications program 
to ensure the sustainabiJity of black duck 
populations. We have learned a great 
deal in the intervening years. We know 
that while the black duck population has 
declined in the Mississippi Flyway and 
the southern part of the Atlantic Flyway, it 
has remained stable in the northeast over 
the past 20 years. There is evidence that 
more black ducks are wintering farther 
north than in the past in parts of Canada 
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not covered by the Midwinter Waterfowl 
Survey. We have also developed breeding 
ground surveys for black ducks, and they 
have been in place since 1993, replacing 
the annual winter survey in providing 
data for popuJ.ation models. With the new 
population models, a new approach to 
winter banding is being 'looked at. 

A 5-year pilot study to evaluate a two
season program to monitor black duck 
seasonal survival was implemented in 
2010. Typically, managers rely on large 
scale banding efforts just prior to the 
hunting season to estimate harvest rates. 
However, such programs do not provide 
information about seasonal survival, 
limiting the ability to model population 
dynamics. This new program will allow 
managers to estimate survival during 
summer/ fall and winter/spring. Because 
data will be combined from several states 
and provinces in a region, sample sizes 
can be more modest for the individual 
states. 

Our problem was gearing up for the 
new winter banding program. Most of 
the original winter black duck banders 
had retired. Only Dick Turner from the 
Southeast District and me were left. Eddie 
Kraus, also from the Southeast District, 

had just recently retired but was called 
upon to point out some of the former 
bait-trapping sites used . Further, we 
had to discover where black ducks were 
wintering now. In my case, the flock for
merly located behind the MDC garage in 
Lynn had totally disappeared, as had the 
flock by the yacht club along Wollaston 
Beach. The flock at the mouth of Black 
Creek on Wollaston Beach in Quincy, 
however, had moved from the beach area 
farther inland on Black Creek. I set my 
trap there. The Southeast District crew 
set up bait traps in Duxbury, Plymouth, 
Harwich, Chatham, and Westport. After 
it became apparent that Parker River 
NWR wasn't going to effectively trap 
black ducks, our Northeast District crew 
set traps late in the season in Salisbury, 
Newburyport, and Ipswich after scouting 
for wintering flocks. 

Banding required training a new genera
tion of biologists and crew members in 
the proper techniques for capturing and 
handling birds. We used single-cell bait 
traps, basically a round trap with a fun
nel- type entrance. An area would be pre
baited with corn, and once ducks began 
cleaning up the corn, a trap constructed 
from welded wire would be set in place. 
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The single-cell bait trap has proved to be a more efficient capture device then the ~ 
rocket net in recent times. This one contains at least five Black Ducks. J 
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Corn would be placed both within the 
trap and outside the entrance. At first the 
entrance wou,ld be wide open, allowing 
ducks to easily enter and exit the trap. 
When the ducks were readily entering the 
trap, the entrance would be closed in a 
tent-shaped design, leaving an opening 
about as wide as your fist. Ducks would 
have their heads down, pecking at the 
corn, and push into the trap through the 
funnel-shaped entrance. Once in the trap 
and having fed , they would walk around 
looking for a way out, but not thinking 
to duck down (no pun intended) and go 
out the way they came in. Further, the 
ends of the welded wire were cut in a 
manner that the pieces of wire around 
the entrance would poke ducks seeking 
exit, discouraging them from leaving 
without actually harming them. 

[n addition to learning how to build 
and use the bait traps, there were new 
protocols for distinguishing black duck 
hatched the previous summer from 
older birds based on wing feathering. 
That was something even [ had to learn 
how to do. 

It takes time 
and practice to 
become profi
cient in the safe 
handling and 
banding of wa
terfowl. Above, 
a firm but gen
tle grip around 
the base of the 
wings prevents 
escape and in
jury. Left, with 
a string of un
used bands fes
tooned above 
him, a biologist 
places trapped 
birds in a box 
crate so they 
can be banded 
in relative com
fort outside of 
the confined 

of the 
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After 20 years, most of our original 
bait traps were long gone and we had 
to construct new ones. As far as rocket 
netting, I dug out the old materials and 
repaired holes in the nets but discovered 
since the tragedy of 9/11, rules governing 
the handling of explosives had become 
so cumbersome we decided to restrict 
trapping efforts to bait traps. From my 
perspective, the flocks of black ducks in 
the Boston area were so small they didn't 
warrant the hassle. 

That first year of the new program 
we were instructed to band only black 
ducks. However, we knew that many of 
our wintering black ducks showed signs 
of hybridization with mallards, which 
we had long deSignated on field sheets 
as BlkX birds. We ended up banding 
317 black ducks plus 83 black plumaged 
hybrids at 11 stations along coastal Mas
sachusetts. Region-wide, 2,382 black 
ducks were banded. 

From a practical view point, I believed 
excluding black-plumaged hybrids was 
a mistake. 

Black ducks are totally interfertile with 
mallards. Instead of simply a 50-50 mix
ture, a bird may have one grandparent 
of the other species or perhaps only one 
great grandparent. Or both parents might 
be hybrids. The issue boiled down to the 
fact that when these ducks were being 
counted on aerial breeding surveys, a 
black-plumaged hybrid would not be 
recognized as a hybrid, but would be 
called a black duck. The existing banding 
situation only identified black ducks, mal
lards and mallard x black duck hybrids 
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and did not distinguish between hybrids 
that were mostly mallard and hybrids that 
were mostly black duck. I proposed that 
we broaden the banding designations 
to recognize black-plumaged hybrids, 
mallard-plumaged hybrids and true 50-
50 hybrids. 

After a lot of consultation with other 
state and federal biologists, the Bird 
Banding Lab surprisingly agreed and 
came up with three more categories. Mal
lards would continue to be deSignated as 
MALL while American black ducks would 
be ABDU, but black-plumaged hybrids 
would be ABDX and mallard-plumaged 
hybrids MALX. Those birds that were 50-
50 in plumage would be MBDX. The old 
code for hybrids, MBDH, would be saved 
for birds that couldn't be classified due 
to escape, inexperience of the bander, 
or other reason. Keys were developed to 
help banders with both aging the birds 
by their wings and distinguishing the 
various combinations of mallards , black 
ducks, and hybrids. In addition, banders 
were told to continue to target black duck 
flocks but could now also band mallards 
and hybrids as encountered. 

With learning out of the way and some 
experience under our belts, last winter 
we banded 488 black ducks and 158 black 
plumaged hybrids at 15 sites in 11 towns 
in five coastal Massachusetts counties, 
banding birds from the New Hampshire 
to the Rhode Island borders . Also banded 
as incidentals were 82 mallards, seven 
mallard-dominant hybrids, and eight 50-
50 type hybrids. Region-wide, 2,933 black 
ducks were banded, close to the goal for 

Left, predation of trapped birds is always a 
concern, but it is rare for the predator - in 
this case a Great Homed Owl- to be caught 
in the act. Above, the traps also allow us to 
examine ducks we rarely encounter, sllch 
as this beautihll drake Pintail. 



the study. Massachusetts was 2nd in black 
duck banding, falling only slightly behind 

ew York and banding nearly a hundred 
ore blacks than 3rd place New Jersey. 
ot that it's a contest or anything ... 
When the study is completed, the logi-

cal thing would be to look at the data for 
the ABDU birds and compare it to find
ings for the ABDX birds. If there is no 
significant difference, then the data can 
be combined to generate a more powerful 
test. My suspicion is: "If it looks like a black 
duck, it will act like a blacl? duck '.' 

One thing that hasn't changed in 20 
years is the effort required to band 

lack ducks during the winter months. 
To say Massachusetts can be cold during 
January and February is an understate
ment. Throw in the wind chill factor, a 
few snowstorms (or, as in the case last 
January, snowstorm after snowstorm), 
a nd the fact that you have to work around 
tidal conditions it takes a dedicated 
c rew to be successful. When your eyes 
a re watering from the cold and you are 
t rying to determine if a duck is an adult 

r a yearling based on a few wing feath
ers and you are using a flashlight to look 

ecause its after dark and your hands 
a re numb, your appreciation of the Great 

utdoors is challenged. 
My greatest challenge might be Boston 

craffic and taking 2Y.1 hours to get to a site 

that should be drivable in 50 minutes, 
but our Southeast and Northeast District 
crews can beworking under more stress
ful conditions. How about needing chest 
waders to get to a trap to get ducks out 
because of an unusually high tide in Plym
outh Bay? Or having to plow your own 
way in to reach traps at the end of Plum 
Island? Or outwitting predators including 
foxes, coyotes, hawks, owls, and eagles 
that find duck traps to be their favorite 
diner? My cap goes off to Jason Zimmer, 
Dan Fortier, Jeff Breton, and Aaron Best 
in the Southeast District and Erik Amati , 
Dave Critchlow, and Rick Pecorelli in the 
Northeast District. Steve Wright banded 
in the Northeast District in 2010and then 
on Cape Cod in the Southeast District in 
2011 after he transferred to that office. 
Job well done, guys! 

While the pilot study is scheduled to 
run three more winters, if it pans out 
as hoped, winter black duck banding in 
Massachusetts may continue for a long, 
longtime. . ....... 

H W Heusmann has been MassWildlife's 
Waterfowl Research Project Leader since 
1970. He has earned an international 
reputation within the scientific wildlife 
community for his decades of innovative 
waterfowl research, journal articles, and 
waterfowl management plans. 
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"Nothing but Net!" On a cold October afternoon, an American Robin, Turdus 
migratorius, consumes as many tiny crabapples as it can during a 3D-minute feeding 
frenzy. Because the fruits vary in ripeness, some are easily plucked, while others 
remain firmly attached to the tree. The bird tries each one within reach, and those 
which prove stubborn are abandoned. In this case it grasped the fruit and tore it loose, 
tossed it up to align it, and "swish," down the hatch! It is gone in a blink and the bird 
looks for another. Cedar Waxwings displaying this behavior can be observed this 
winter, while visiting Pine Grosbeaks and Cross bills can be seen extracting the fruit's 
seeds from the mushy pulp. Photo © Bill Byrne 
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