
TWO NEW WATERFOWL BOOKS
 

Ducks, Geese and Swans 0/ North America. Frank C. Bellrose. 1975. Stackpole 
Books, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 544 pages. $12.95. 

Water/owl 0/ North America. Paul A. Johnsgard. 1975. Indiana University 
Press, Bloomington. 575 pages. $25.00. 

It is a rare occurrence for two recognized experts in any field to produce almost 
simultaneously a book about the same subject. Such is the case now, however, as 
Frank Bellrose and Paul Johnsgard have both attempted to provide an up-to-date 
account of the biology and ecology of North American waterfowl. 

Paul Johnsgard, a professor at the University of Nebraska, has within the past 
decade written three technical books on waterfowl and one on grouse and quail. 
Frank Bellrose, Senior Biologist of the illinois Natural History Survey, has a long 
and distinguished career as a waterfowl biologist. His contributions range from 
studies of lead poisoning in mallards to studies of migration patterns of North 
American waterfowl. 

Bellrose was selected by the Wildlife Management Institute to revise the 
classic work of Kortright, The Ducks, Geese and Swans 0/ North America, 
which was first published in 1942, prior to much of the modern waterfowl 
research. Johnsgard's intent in writing his book was" ...to provide an up-to-date 
series of accounts dealing with the ecology and reproductive biology of every 
waterfowl species presently known to breed on the North American continent." 

In his presentation Bellrose includes more original unpublished information 
than Johnsgard, due perhaps to Bellrose's longer career in management-oriented 
research. Each book contains accounts of the 55 species of waterfowl known to 
breed in North America. Johnsgard's accolmts contain information on range, 



weights and measurements, age and sex criteria, distribution and habitat, 
biology, ecology, and sexual and social behavior. Most of this information has 
been gleaned from the literature. Bellrose's species accounts lack information on 
sexual and social behavior but contain better descriptions of distribution and 
habitat. Information on migration corridors, wintering areas, and migration 
behavior is included, much of which is based on Bellrose's own research. Graphs 
depict the chronology of migration of most species across the breadth of the 
conterminous United States. These graphs show the fall and spring passage 
through eighteen regions of the country and are based on weekly censuses 
conducted at National Wildlife Refuges for the years 1957, 1962 and 1967. In 
addition, each species account contains a large map of North America showing 
population densities in breeding and wintering areas, and the density of migrants 
in the main migration corridors. 

Both books have introductory chapters but Bellrose's are more complete. 
Johnsgard includes three introductory chapters covering the biology of waterfowl, 
distribution and migrations of waterfowl, and hunting and recreational values of 
North American waterfowl. Bellrose includes chapters by Dr. Milton Weller on 
molts and plumages of waterfowl, Dr. Glen Sanderson on the conservation of 
waterfowl, Arthur Hawkins on the role of hunting regulations, plus other 
chapters on classification, migration, and mortality and disease. 

Bellrose seems to have included more of the recent literature than Johnsgard 
although both authors have missed several recent significant papers on feeding 
ecology and behavior of dabbling ducks, the females of which depend heavily on 
aquatic invertebrates prior to and during the egg-laying period. Both authors cite 
only older references on food habits which are biased by their use of gizzard 
contents (which exaggerate the imponance of slowly digested food items) and by 
their reliance on specimens from the fall and winter seasons. This new 
information on food habits, coupled with recent studies on time and energy 
budgets, provides a clear answer to why intraspecific aggression plays a vital 
part in the social system of these species. 

A few mispellings occur in the Bellrose book including one on Figure 1-3 on 
page 22. Sixteen pages of superb color photographs and 22 pages of black-and­
white photographs ponray all the species treated in the Johnsgard book. Paul 
Johnsgard has talent as an anist as well as a writer as shown by his sketches which 
precede each species account. In contrast Bellrose's book includes reproductions 
of the original plates found in Kortright's book, drawn by T. M. Shortt. These 
original plates can hardly be improved on as they show downy young and nuptial, 
juvenile and transitional plumages of geese, ducks and mergansers. Plate No. 10 
has been redone by Frank Bellrose, Jr., although I feel the original is more 
accurate. 

The relatively high price of Johnsgard's book may put it out of reach of many 
who would enjoy it. Bellrose's book is a bargain and is undoubtedly the most 
complete book on North American waterfowl available. . 
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