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A cosmopolitan duck moulting resort; Takslesluk 
Lake Alaska

J A M E S  G.  K I N G

Description of the Area

T akslesluk Lake lies abou t 40 miles (64 km) 
northw est o f Bethel, A laska a t 61°0 N  and 
16°35 W . It is near the centre o f  the 26,000 
sq. miles (67,340 sq. km) o f w aterfow l hab it
a t on th e  Pleistocene D elta  o f  the Y ukon 
R iver. A lthough m ost o f the bo rea l forest of 
In te rio r A laska lies to  the no rtheast o f 
T akslesluk Lake and it is nearly 400 miles 
(640 km ) south o f the A rctic  Circle, the 
clim ate and vegetation are considered truly 
A rctic by m ost au thorities. (Stonehouse, 
1971; F reuchen  & Salom onsen, 1958).

T he en tire  D elta  area is characterized  by 
low tu n d ra  do tted  with thousands o f lakes. 
The coastal a reas w ithin th e  C larence 
R hode N ational W ildlife R ange have large 
goose nesting populations described by 
several observers (Spencer, N elson & 
Elkins, 1951; H ansen & N elson, 1957; 
N elson & H ansen , 1959). In land  around  
T akslesluk L ake the hab ita t is d ryer and 
the clim ate less m arine resulting  in slight 
vegetative changes (W alkinshaw  & 
Stophlet, 1949; W illiam son, 1957; Burns, 
1964). D ucks ra th e r than  geese becom e the 
m ost ab undan t form  o f w aterfow l in the 
central p a rt o f the D elta. A few  miles east 
o f the banding  site scattered  spruce Picea 
spp. and birch Betula  spp. appear as 
p ioneers on the tund ra  bu t th e  nearest real 
forest in 100 miles (160 km ) east.

T he D elta  is know n for its large duck 
breeding popu la tion . T able 1 shows the

estim ated average fall popu la tion  o f ducks 
on the D elta. These figures w ere com piled 
from  14 years o f a ir survey d a ta , 1957-1970 
(King & Lensink, 1971).

Takslesluk Lake is characteristic  o f the 
central D elta . It is a  ra th e r large lake for 
this po tho le  area, being 12 x 3 |  miles (19 x 
6 km) in extent. It has a shallow  m ud 
bo ttom  and is p robab ly  not over 15 ft 
(4-5 m) deep anyw here. Som e 10,000 ducks 
norm ally m oult the ir flight feathers here. 
Sum m er storm s from th e  southw est with 
w inds o f 2 0 -4 0  knots (32-64  kph) m ake 
this a  difficult a rea  in w hich to  work.

T here are  tw o Eskim o villages, Kasigluk 
and N unapitchuk  within 15 miles (24 km) of 
Takslesluk Lake on a  connecting w aterw ay. 
These people, over 600 o f  them , are  a long 
way from  the coast and the m ajor rivers 
w here m ost Eskim os live. They rely heavily 
on the resources of lakes and m arshes and 
have trad itionally  m ade m uch use o f the 
w aterfow l o f the  area. These tu n d ra  citizens 
use boats to  drive the flightless birds to  one 
end o f the lake w here they  can club, shoot, 
net o r o therw ise take  possession o f som e 
hundreds o f them  in a  single day.

Methods

D uring each o f the 3 years o f banding, 
large drive traps of the style used at Ohtig 
L ake (K ing, 1963) w ere constructed  at the 
east end o f the lake. These traps consisted

Table 1. Breeding populations in Alaska of species banded at Takslesluk Lake, and numbers 
banded there in 1963, 1964, 1965 and recovered by the end of 1972
(Goldeneyes not separated by species in air surveys)

All
Alaska

Yukon
Delta

Percent on 
Yukon Delta

Num ber
banded

Number
recovered

Pintail 813,000 288,000 35% 6 0
Canvasback 38,000 1,200 3% 50 7
G reater Scaup 449,000 326,000 73% 2,294 176
Lesser Scaup 547,000 10,000 2% 31 2
Common Goldeneye 108 3

108,000 21,000 19%
Barrows Goldeneye ——" 6 1
Bufflehead 64,000 2,500 4% 204 7
Old Squaw 470,000 292,000 62% 1,784 34

Total 2,489,000 940,700 4,483 230
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Figure 1. The large corral-type duck-trap at 
Takslesluk Lake, Alaska. At the back of the 
banding crew’s camp, the typical Yukon Delta

o f a  100-yard (19-m) net lead, a 3,000-sq. 
yard  (2,500-sq. m) holding pen o f  chicken 
wire, and  a sm all catching pen a t th e  end. 
T he w hole trap  w as in w ater 2 -3  ft (0 -6-
0-9 m) deep on a relatively flat m ud bottom . 
Two float equipped airp lanes and  th ree or 
fou r m otor-pow ered  boats w ere used for 
th e  drives. It to o k  12-14 hours to  m ove the 
ducks the 12 m iles (19 km) up th e  lake.

Figure 2. Ducks in the trap are driven to a 
small pen in the corner where they can be

habitat extends 100 miles to  the sea. Tent at the 
water’s edge was used to protect the band- 
record keeper from the weather.

D uck drives w ere scheduled each year for 
early A ugust b u t as a  w ind g rea ter than  5 
knots (9 kph) m ake th e  lake to o  rough to  
navigate th e re  was usually a w ait for a 
calm  day. In  1963, several thousand  ducks 
w ere caught on  1 A ugust. As it was dark  
when the ducks w ere finally in the large pen, 
they w ere left overn igh t. T he next day  high 
w inds were pu ttin g  2-ft (0-6-m) waves

caught with a dip net and placed in a burlap 
sack for transportation to the shore.
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th rough  the trap , and  rem oving the ducks 
proved nearly  im possible. T he high winds 
continued unabated  and  on th e  fourth  day 
those ducks th a t had  no t escaped th rough  
breaks in the  trap  w ere released. Only 201 
birds w ere banded . In  1964 the sam e 
m ethod  produced  a catch  o f  nearly  4,000 
ducks in one drive, 3,699 o f  w hich were 
banded . In 1965 continuous high winds, 
rain  and fog again  ham pered  th e  pro ject 
a n d  only 583 ducks w ere banded  during  a 
2 w eek effort.

T he next-to-last colum n o f  T able 1 lists 
th e  to ta l num ber o f ducks by species 
banded  during th e  3-year period . The 
species com position  o f  the  catch  bears little 
rela tion  to  th e  popu la tion  com position  be
cause o f the trapp ing  m ethod  w hich was 
prim arily  designed for the diving ducks. All 
b irds in th e  catches w ere a t least 1 year old. 
This was the  first tim e th a t G rea te r Scaup 
and  O ld Squaw  had been banded  in A laska 
in any substan tial num bers.

It was concluded th a t the size o f the lake 
plus th e  quality  o f  the  w eather m ade band 
ing a t T akslesluk L ake a  chancy th ing  and 
the pro ject has no t been repeated .

Results

By 1972 th ere  w ere 230 recoveries from  the

Takslesluk banding . M ore recoveries o f 
course will continue to  come in small 
num bers bu t it is ap p ro p ria te  to  sum m arize 
th e  d a ta  now.

P intail Anas acuta

Only six P intail w ere caught, all in 1964, 
and these gave no recoveries.

C anvasback Aythya vallisineria

C anvasbacks are  regularly  seen on th e  big 
lakes near T akslesluk b u t m ake up a  very 
sm all percen tage of Y ukon D elta  ducks. 
They are  m ore com m on in th e  forested 
valleys to  th e  east. W e do no t know  if 
C anvasbacks actually  nest on the tu n d ra  
o r are  p resen t m erely as a  non-breeding 
segm ent o f th e  popu la tion . O f th e  birds 
banded , th irty -n ine w ere m ales and eleven 
fem ales. T he seven recoveries are  show n in 
F igure 3. They gave a  2% d irec t (i.e. sam e 
season) and  a  14% to ta l recovery ra te . The 
d is tribu tion  is in teresting , w ith th ree  going 
to  the Pacific Flyway, tw o to  the M ississippi 
and one each to  th e  C en tra l and  A tlan tic  
Flyways. B anding in the  In te rio r indicates 
this to  be typical d is tribu tion  for A laskan 
C anvasbacks.

Figure 3. Approximate location o f recoveries site; • ,  Canvasback; O , Lesser Scaup; k . ,
away from banding site (all species except Common Goldeneye; ¿i Barrow’s Goldeneye; I
G reater Scaup and Old Squaw). X, Banding Bufflehead.
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Figure 4. Approxim ate location of G reater 
Scaup and Old Squaw recoveries. Banding site 
recoveries in large symbol at site. X, Banding

G rea te r Scaup Aythya marila

G rea te r Scaups a re  the m ost com m on duck 
th roughou t the D elta  area. They are found 
in substantia] num bers in all th e  w estern 
and  no rthern  tu n d ra  areas o f A laska and 
m ake up m ore than  90% o f the scaup 
popu la tion  o f the tu n d ra , w ith Lesser Scaup 
contribu ting  less th an  10%. In th e  forested 
valleys in land the  reverse is true  w ith 
G rea te r Scaup m aking up som ething less 
th an  10% o f th e  scaup popu lation , although 
they have been found  in sm all num bers 
w herever banding  has been done. M ore 
th an  h a lf the ducks caught a t Takslesluk 
Lake w ere G rea te r Scaup (2,294) and o f 
these 96% w ere m ales and  only 4% were 
fem ales. W e assum e the low  num ber o f 
fem ales caught indicates m ost o f  them  w ere 
still occupied with b roods on sm aller ponds.

D istribu tion  o f  the 176 recoveries is 
show n in F igure 4. The twenty-five re
coveries a t th e  banding  site indicate a 
special s itua tion  no t faced by m ost scaup 
popu la tions. T here  is intensive spring 
shooting by Eskim os in this a rea  and they 
have continued to  drive ducks a t the band 
ing site. Bands recovered by Eskim os in this 
area  are  norm ally  kept b u t no t reported . 
D uring the sum m er o f 1970 an Eskim o was 
h ired  by the A laska D epartm en t o f Fish and 
G am e to  pay one do llar each for fish tags

site; A, G reater Scaup; O, Old Squaw. Num ber 
of recoveries indicated if m ore than one per 
State o r Province.

received in th e  villages. T hrough  a  m is
understand ing  he also bough t som e 45 bird 
bands, eighteen o f w hich were from  G rea te r 
Scaup recovered at Takslesluk L ak e in  July 
1969. An add itional seven recoveries have 
been repo rted  from  th e  vicinity over the 
years. T hus, o f  the th irty  A laskan re
coveries only five w ere from  birds th a t had 
left the breed ing  grounds.

G rea te r Scaup are  com m on in eastern 
Siberia and have been heavily hun ted  there  
(D em en t’ev & G ladkov, 1967) so th e  lack 
o f recoveries indicates A laskan birds do not 
norm ally go there .

T he birds appear to  be using w intering 
areas along th e  A tlan tic  and Pacific coasts 
in ab o u t equal num bers, w ith ju s t a  few 
going to  th e  G u lf o f M exico. T he G rea t 
Lakes a rea  seem s to  be an im portan t stag
ing po in t fo r th e  eastern  popu la tion  and 
they m ay linger in th is a rea  fo r som e tim e. 
The recoveries (apart from  those a t the 
banding site) split betw een the Flyways: 
Pacific seventy-one, C entral five, Missis
sippi tw enty-six, A tlan tic  forty-nine (F igure 
2). F ou r b irds banded  in N ew  Y ork state 
and one from  V erm ont w ere recovered at 
th e  banding  trap . The d irect recovery ra te  
was 1-3% and  to ta l recovery ra te  to  date  
7-7%. As only birds th a t had com pleted one 
full m igration  w ere banded , the low  re
covery ra te  is no t surprising.
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Table 2 Greater Scaup recoveries by years from banding data (recoveries away from banding site)

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th
Total

recover
ies

West 16 16 11 11 8 5 4 _ _ 71
East 15 12 7 5 7 18 8 6 2 80
Both 31 28 18 16 15 23 12 6 2 151
Total % 20-5 18-5 11-9 10-6 9-9 15-2 8-0 4-0 1-4 100

In  T able  2, th e  seventy-one recoveries 
from  Pacific C oast states are  com pared  with 
th e  eighty east o f  th e  C ontinen tal D ivide to  
determ ine if survival characteristics are 
sim ilar fo r b irds going e ither way. F o r the 
w estern birds th e  recovery ra te  was g rea t
est the first tw o seasons and then  tapered  off 
consistently . T he eastern  recoveries were 
slightly less than  th e  w estern during the first
5 years, then  peaked the sixth year and 
rem ained higher than  the w estern ra te  from  
then  on. This unusual p a tte rn  may result 
from  peculiarities o f the hunting  season or 
m erely from  too  sm all a  sam ple. It does 
appear th a t the eastern  popu la tion  is m ore 
heavily hun ted  during m igration  and the 
w estern popu la tion  after they reach the 
w intering areas. In spite o f d ifferen t m orta l
ity pa tte rn s the net result is nearly equal 
w ith the to ta l recovery ra te  6-6% away from  
the  banding site being split 3-5% from  the 
east and 3-1% from  the west.

Lesser Scaup Aythya affinis

Lesser Scaup are  on th e  edge o f  the ir b reed
ing range a t T akslesluk Lake, being m uch 
m ore typical o f the forest hab ita t inland. O f 
th irty -one  banded , only a  d irec t recovery 
from  M ichigan and an ind irect recovery 
from  N orth  C aro lina w ere m ade. W e know 
from  banding  in the In te rio r th a t A laskan 
Lesser Scaup use all four flyways. R ecover
ies from  over 33,000 Lesser Scaup banded 
in A laska show  a d is tribu tion  o f  20% to  the 
Pacific Fly way, 12% C entral Fly way, 40% 
M ississippi Flyw ay, 9% A tlan tic  Flyway, 
10% C anada  and 9% Latin A m erica (King
6  Lensink, 1971).

O ne recovery was m ade a t  T akslesluk 
L ake in 1964 o f a m ale Lesser Scaup banded 
from  a huge congregation  o f m oulting 
scaup on O htig Lake, A laska, 700 miles 
(1,120 km) northeast, in July 1963.

C om m on G oldeneye Bucephaia clangula

T he sta tus o f C om m on G oldeneyes in 
A laska is not well understood . They can not

be reliably separa ted  from  B arrow ’s 
G oldeneyes on a ir surveys and the fem ales 
o f the tw o species a re  alm ost identical, 
m aking them  difficult to  identify unless in 
hand . A part from  the 108 b irds banded  at 
Takslesluk Lake only th irty -one  Com m on 
G oldeneyes have been banded  in A laska. 
O ne recovery from  T akslesluk was in 
January  1967 at C hignik Lagoon on the 
south  side o f th e  A laska Peninsula and  an 
o th er in the  sam e m onth  from  Saltón Sea, 
C alifornia (F igure 3). This does no t tell us 
m uch because either could have been an 
accidental w anderer and bo th  are  w ithin the 
published w inter range for th e  species 
(G abrielson & L incoln, 1959).

O f the birds caught, fo rty -th ree  were 
m ales and  sixty-five w ere fem ales. As 
C om m on G oldeneyes norm ally nest in trees 
and there  a re  no trees in the banding  area  
one can only assum e th a t there  is a m oult 
m igration  o f a non-breeding po rtion  o f the 
popu la tion  to  tu n d ra  areas. G oldeneyes in 
sm all num bers are regularly  noted  in 
various p a rts  o f the  Y ukon D elta.

B arrow ’s G oldeneye Bucephaia islandica

O nly six m ales w ere caught and one was 
recovered in N ovem ber 1965 on K odiak 
Island (F igure 3). R ecoveries from  birds 
banded in the In terio r ind icate  this is w ith
in th e  expected w inter d is tribu tion  o f  the 
species

Bufflehead Bucephaia albeola

Buffleheads are ano ther com m on forest 
breeding species o f  the In te rio r th a t would 
seem to  be ou t o f p lace on the treeless 
tu n d ra . They are  no t know n to  nest except 
in holes in trees and  although  recorded in 
sum m er occasionally  in th e  treeless A leu
tians probably  do not nest there . O f th e  204 
b irds banded  only six w ere fem ales and 
none of them  w ere recovered. O f the seven 
m ale recoveries, four w ere a t th e  banding 
site in subsequent years, one was in In terio r
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A laska near M cG rath  in May, one was near 
K odiak in D ecem ber and th e  only d irect 
recovery was from  20 km northw est of 
Petropavlovsk, K am chatka  U .S.S.R. in 
D ecem ber (F igure 3).

Buffleheads a re  com m on w inter birds in 
the A leutians and  o ther Bering Sea Islands 
including the Soviet C om m ander Islands 
w here they a re  considered stragglers 
(G abrielson & Lincoln, 1959; D em ent’ev 
& G ladkov, 1967). The Siberian recovery, 
th e  first from  m ain land  Asia, extends the 
edge o f the know n Bufflehead range by 
ab o u t 500 miles (800 km).

L ong-tailed D uck  Clangula hyemaIis

Old Squaw  are  typically  a  tu n d ra  nesting 
species, how ever, they  are  regular spring 
m igrants th ro u g h o u t th e  no rthern  forested 
portions o f th e  Y ukon drainage. Irving 
(I960) reports them  m oving eastw ard  in 
M ay at O ld C row  in the N orthern  Y ukon 
T errito ry  o f C anada and  points ou t they are 
unknow n in th e  sou thern  Y ukon. A few 
rem ain  in forest lakes th rough  th e  sum m er. 
A part from  th e  1,784 Old Squaw  captured  
a t T akslesluk L ake, only fifty-six have been 
banded  elsew here in A laska. O ne o f th e  ten 
O ld Squaw  banded  a t Tetlin in 1961 was re
covered on the K am chatka Peninsula in 
1969. O f the Takslesluk b irds only one was 
recovered away from  the banding  site in 
N orth  A m erica, a  m ale sho t in Septem ber 
n ear C oronation  G u lf on the A rctic C oast 
o f C entral C anada. O f th e  sixteen o ther 
recoveries from  the  Bering Sea and 
U .S.S.R . as show n in F igure 2, five w ere in 
M ay, four in June , one in July and  six, 
A ugust-M arch . The indications are  th a t 
A laskan  Old Squaw  w inter in Bering Sea 
and the  Sea o f O hotsk . Pairing evidently 
takes place on the  w intering area  and  males

follow  fem ales to  nesting areas th roughou t 
E astern  Siberia and  A rctic po rtions o f 
W estern  C anada and A laska. T here m ay be 
an  im p o rtan t m igration  rou te  up th e  Y ukon 
R iver valley for birds headed for W estern 
C anada. N o w intering  in N o rth  A m erican 
w aters except th e  Bering Sea is indicated 
for A laskan O ld Squaw.

Even including the seventeen recoveries 
a t th e  band ing  site the recovery rate, at
1-9%, is low by A m erican standards for a 
hunted  species. T he low  ra te  o f foreign 
recoveries a fte r th e  fou rth  season could 
reflect a ra th e r heavy unreported  or 
na tu ra l m orta lity  ra te . The high recovery 
ra te  a t the banding  site in th e  fifth year 
reflects th e  pu rchase  o f bands as described 
fo r G rea te r S caup .

T he sex ra tio  o f the catch  is ra th er in te r
esting w ith 61% being fem ales. Males 
appear to  be m ore ap t to  be recovered by 
hun ters. H ow ever, recoveries a t the b an d 
ing site are  nearly  equal indicating  fem ales 
m ay suffer n a tu ra l m ortality  th a t com 
pensates fo r reduced  hunting  m ortality  
(T able 3).

Discussion

T he T akslesluk  banding  p roduced  som e 
firm new  in fo rm ation  on th e  w aterfow l 
th a t m oult on the Y ukon D elta. The 
G rea te r Scaup d is tribu tion  to  tw o coasts o f 
the A m erican C ontinen t seem s ra th e r well 
defined fo r th e  first tim e. A  b rand  new  
concept o f O ld Squaw  d istribu tion  from  a 
m ajo r N o rth  A m erican breeding a rea  is 
outlined. In teresting  recoveries o f  C om m on 
G oldeneye and  Bufflehead ind icate  m igra
tion  o f these species m ay be m ore extensive 
than  previously supposed.

A lthough th e  sam ple is sm all, som e in

Table 3. Long-tailed Duck recoveries by years from banding date

Num ber
banded 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th All

Recovered away from banding site 
Male 5 1 2 4 1 1 14
Female - 1 1 1 - - - - 3

Recovered at banding area in 
Male

summer
2 5 2 9

Female - - - 1 6 1 - - 8

Total male 689 5 1 2 6 5 3 1 _ 23
Total female 1,095 - 1 1 2 6 1 - - 11

G rand total 1,784 5 2 3 8 11 4 1 - 34
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fo rm ation  on m ortality  ra tes fo r G rea te r 
Scaup and O ld Squaw  ind ica te  these species 
are  no t harvested  heavily enough to  cause 
concern  fo r th e ir w elfare.

W e have know n for som e tim e th a t Siber
ian nesting grounds p rov ide birds for 
A m erican hun ters such as Snow  G eese 
Anser c. caerulescens, Black B rant Branta  
bernicla orientalis, P intail and  o thers, bu t 
th is p ro jec t gives the first evidence th a t 
N orth  A m erica is p roducing  gam e birds for 
Soviet use. This is a significant new  illu stra
tion  o f the u ltim ate  need for b ird  m anage
m ent co -operation  and trea ties w ith the 
Soviet U nion. T he 10% recovery  ra te  by 
C anadians o f  birds from  th is A m erican  lake 
som ew hat reverses the  usual concept of 
C anada one-sidedly raising birds for 
A m erican consum ption . W e also learn  for 
th e  first tim e w hat so rt o f  kill results from  
Eskim o drives o f m oulting ducks. O bvious
ly the bulk  o f  this harvest is o f adu lt m ale 
G rea te r Scaup, and  Old Squaw  o f bo th  
sexes. T here w ould appear to  be no signi
ficant conflict betw een th is Eskim o take  
and  th e  hun ters to  th e  south. T here a re  no 
indications o f  destructive over-harvest or 
in terference w ith the  breeding popu la tion  
and perhaps this m ay be a good resource 
u tilization  fo r this area. It is un fo rtunate  
th a t it is con trary  to  th e  term s o f  the 
M igratory  Bird trea ties betw een th e  U nited 
States, C anada  and  M exico.

Several in teresting  questions em erge 
from  the pro ject. W hy is th is region, and, 
particu larly , T akslesluk L ake so popu la r 
w ith species w hich obviously have such 
differen t h ab ita t p references th e  rest o f the 
year? W hy are  specific sex ra tio s’ so 
different, w ith bo th  sexes o f  Old Squaw 
and  G oldeneye well rep resen ted  bu t only 
m ales o f Scaup and  Bufflehead? D o these 
m oulting birds represen t a  po rtion  o f a 
local b reed ing  popu la tion  o r have som e of 
them  m ade long m oult m igrations from  
o ther areas w here they w ere raised? W hat is 
th e  appeal o f  the  tu n d ra  for th e  tree-nesting 
G oldeneyes and Buffleheads? W hy do birds 
o f one species th a t m oult toge ther on the 
sam e lake d isperse to  opposite  sides o f the 
C ontinen t for th e  w inter, as do  the C anvas
backs and  G rea te r Scaups? H ow  do som e 
G rea te r Scaup and  C anvasbacks m anage 
the problem s and hazards o f a m igration 
nearly  tw ice th e  length o f th e  o thers o f  their 
kind? H ow  does such diverse m igration 
develop?

W e can only conclude th a t a g rea t deal 
m ore research  is needed on these tu n d ra  
ducks, w hich a re  o f obvious value to  such a  
w idespread hum an  popu la tion .
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Summary

In the years (1963-65) Fish and Wildlife 
Service personnel caught and banded 4,483 
ducks of eight species at Takslesluk Lake, 
Alaska. Recovery o f 230 of these bands show a 
surprising dispersion through 40 degrees of 
latitude and 180 degrees o f longitude or from 
N orth Carolina to  Central Siberia.
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Plate III. Above: the elegant wild Bewick’s Swans Cygnus columbianus bewickii fight it out on Swan 
Lake. Below: the savage looking Black Spur-winged Goose Plectopterus gambensis niger 
is a  peaceful inhabitant o f the African Pen at Slimbridge.
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