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ON THE BEHAVIOUR OF MALE MALLARDS 
WITH BROODS. 

BY 

BERTRAM LLOYD. 

As is well known, the Mallard drake (Anas p. platyrhyncha) 
does not ordinarily swim in company with, or take a share 
in guarding and rearing, his progeny, these activities being 
left entirely to the female. 

But at the Tring Reservoirs during 1936, a remarkable 
variation from the normal behaviour of the species in this 
respect was much in evidence. Briefly, this was the regular 
and constant appearance of some males with their respective 
females and their broods—though only a few were observed 
in such association. 

This strange behaviour was first noticed by Charles Oldham, 
whose intimate knowledge of these Reservoirs is unrivalled, 
and whose gift for observation as a field naturalist is almost 
proverbial. 

I can discover no mention of such activities on the part of 
male Mallards in any of the standard treatises which I have 
consulted; nor have enquiries among ornithologists and 
students of bird behaviour proved more successful. Yet it 
is obviously most improbable that the variation is limited to 
this ene locality. It may well be that it has sometimes— 
perhaps frequently—been overlooked, owing to that para
lysing effect on the observer's mind of preconceived contrary 
ideas, so familiar to the field-naturalist. 

Charles Oldham has nothing on the subject in his paper 
on " The Ducks of the Tring Reservoirs " published in the 
Transactions of the Herts. Nat. Hist. Society, vol. XVII (1923). 

J. G. Millais in his large but very superficial work The 
Natural History of British Surface-feeding Ducks (London, 
1902) categorically states of the male Mallard during the 
latter part of the breeding season that " four weeks of this 
(the normal period of incubation) are almost more than he 
can stand. By degrees his visits become less and less frequent 
if water be near ; he contents himself with swimming about 
within call, keeping an eye open for other drakes similarly 
engaged ; and by the time the young birds are hatched he 
is sick of the whole thing ; and away he goes, unless indeed 
the nest be destroyed, in which case he will return to his wife 
and stay with her until she is fairly settled again. Then, at 
latest, he takes himself off, and uniting with other liberated 
Benedicts, who commonly roam about in parties of from 
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three or four up to twenty, he holds himself aloof from the 
opposite sex until the following autumn." 

Even the great revised edition of J. A. Naumann's Die 
Voegel Mitteleuropas is silent on this point. In Vol. X (edition 
1905 etc.) we find: 

" The father knows nothing of the cares and anxieties of 
the mother (with her brood). He takes no care for the family 
and sometimes he is even mad enough to slay his own off
spring when their mother brings them out on to the water 
for the first time . . . This is apparently only because his 
sexual instinct is not yet satisfied, and hence he seeks to 
clear out of the way the seeming obstacle to its achievement." 
(My translation.)* 

BEHAVIOUR.—On May 16th, 1936, Charles Oldham saw 
three Mallard pairs attendant on young broods on three 
separate reservoirs at Tring, two broods being newly hatched, 
the third about a third grown. Of the last he noted that they 
were " probably too small to be the birds he had seen on 
April 25th "—on which date he had glimpsed on the same 
reservoir a male and female Mallard (apparently a pair) 
" with a brood of tiny chicks trailing behind them." 

He at once informed me of this remarkable deviation from 
normal behaviour; and on the following day we carefully 
patrolled the four sheets of water commonly known as the 
Tring Reservoirs for the purpose of noting further cases. Of 
these reservoirs three are contiguous while the fourth and 
largest (Wilstone) lies about half a mile distant from them. 
After careful inspection we observed five certain examples 
of drake Mallards with their broods, besides a sixth case of 
which we felt virtually sure. These were scattered over all 
four of the reservoirs. In four cases the male was swimming 
at times in the van of the brood, though at intervals he was 
seen on one or other flank a few yards away ; and in five cases 
the male regularly turned in this or that direction with the 
flotilla of young. The broods were not all very young, one 
being about half-grown. 

At Wilstone, where we watched a pair with seven young, 
the male was bowing and ducking before the female at 
intervals in characteristic " courtship " display. In another 
case the female and her brood landed and sat on the bank, 
while the male, in evident concern, swam about in the vicinity, 
from time to time uttering a soft call—" quak." 

•Earlier in this article, Naumann, followed by his editors, lays great 
stress on the " Geilheit " (lasciviousness) of the male Mallard ! 
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It is most probable that there were other instances of this 
family association at the time unobserved by us, for the 
number which we saw was notably small in proportion to the 
numbers of Mallards on these waters. 

In all these cases at any rate the company-keeping behaviour 
of the Mallard drakes and their evident concern in the 
families, left no doubt that the association was a real and not 
merely a fortuitous one. It is obviously unlikely, however, 
that the phenomenon, though apparently so rare, is altogether 
restricted to the Tring Reservoirs. 

The only description known to me of any possibly related 
behaviour in the species is a somewhat vague observation by 
J. H. Bowles (in U.S.A.) quoted by A. C. Bent in his Life 
Histories of North American Water Fowl (Anseres) Part I, 
p, 38 (Washington, 1923) :— 

" The male is the most attentive to the female during the 
nesting season of all our ducks, being seldom far from the 
nest at any time. I once saw a drake guiding a brood of 
young through a very brushy swamp. . . . The female was 
nowhere to be seen, which is so unusual under the circum
stances that I believe she must have met with some accident." 

ARTIFICIAL FEEDING.—Whether the strange behaviour of 
the birds we noted has any connection with the unnatural 
conditions of the Mallards at Tring where many are now 
artificially reared and fed, is an open question. Thus, during 
1936, as we were informed by the keeper, about 2,000 ducks 
were thus reared there; and for three (or perhaps four) 
seasons the ducks have been fed daily with a mixture of 
wheat and barley. It might well be supposed that the normal 
reaction of high-fed Mallard drakes, largely spared the 
necessity of working for their own living, would be in the 
opposite direction to that which we noticed in the cases above 
cited. Indeed, there are many recorded cases of both wild and 
semi-domesticated Mallard drakes attacking and killing their 
own broods. (See, e.g., The Garden Green by J. F. Leeming, 
which describes, the annual slaughter of young by an adult 
male Mallard on a garden pond; and J. A. Naumann, above 
quoted.) The killing of female Mallards by the persistent 
persecution and attempted rape by more than one male is also 
well known. But of this the explanation is generally simple, 
part of it being that the drakes, usually well fed, or even over 
fed, are unable to find any outlet for their resultant abounding 
energies in guarding and attending to broods. 


