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Mallards have started to
get their green heads back. I
welcome the return. A sum-
mertime mallard is a pitiful
creature.

Male ducks get very color-
ful during breeding season,
when they strive to win the
affection of females. This ad-
vantage be-
comes a big
d i s a d v a n -
tage after
mating sea-
son. Being
big and col-
orful is an
invitat ion
to preda-
tors. Bright
colors prac-
t i c a l l y
scream “eat
me.” Worse, ducks molt
their flight feathers at this
time, so they are flightless
for several weeks — sitting
ducks, so to speak. Thus,
drakes shed their breeding
plumage as quickly as pos-
sible and turn brown and
drab. It’s known as eclipse
plumage. For the rest of the
summer, they just try to
blend in.

Mallards become easily
accustomed to people, so
there are plenty of opportu-
nities to watch them in large
groups. Sorting through the
ducks in late summer, try-
ing to figure out the males,
females and youngsters, is a
challenge.

It’s even harder with teal.
Blue-winged teal are smaller
than mallards. Green-
winged teal are tinier still
— only half the size of a mal-
lard. In spring, it’s easy to
tell the two teal apart. But in
eclipse plumage, they look
very similar. I hate that, be-
cause everyone in a birding
group turns to me and ex-
pects me to make an author-
itative identification.

If the teal flies or spreads
its wings, it’s easy. Even in
eclipse plumage, both spe-
cies retain the wing colors
that give them their names.
A flying blue-winged teal
shows a powder blue patch
on the wing. Green-winged
teal display the bright green.
Sometimes the flash of these
colors is visible even on a
sitting duck.

Of course, they never
make it that easy on me, so I
have to look for other subtle
clues. The green-winged teal
has a smaller, thinner bill.
This gives it the appearance
of a blockier head. The blue-
winged teal has a bit of
white at the base of the bill
that reaches down to a whit-
ish throat.

I especially pity the male
wood duck. His breeding
plumage is as showy as any
creature God put on earth.
But in midsummer, he’s
barely got any of that color
left. It’s like watching James
Bond shed his tuxedo and

hang around the couch in
old sweats all weekend.

Not that there’s anything
wrong with that.

But a curious thing hap-
pens in September. Mallards
start feeling frisky again and
go through another molt to
reacquire the breeding plum-
age they forsook just a short
time ago. In this case, they
are only changing body feath-
ers. Flight feathers remain.
This strategy of shedding col-
orful feathers while molting
flight feathers is uncommon

in the bird world. It’s prac-
ticed by only a few other spe-
cies on the planet, and none
that you’ve ever heard of.
Even geese don’t do it. They
molt only once a year.

The timing of this second
molt varies by duck species.
Mallards are notorious for
being aggressive Lotharios,
so it makes sense they would
want to pretty up as soon as
they can fly again. Other
ducks may do it on their
wintering grounds.

Blue-winged teal are sec-

ond only to mallards as the
most numerous duck in
North America. They molt
twice but follow a different
strategy. Males have no role
in raising the young, so they
begin to molt their flight
feathers early in summer.
Because they also are among
the ducks that migrate the
farthest — as far as South
America — males tend to
leave Maine as early as pos-
sible, even in mid-August. By
this time of year, most males
already are gone, and the fe-

males and youngsters will be
departing shortly. They are
among the last ducks to re-
turn in the spring.

Harlequin ducks can com-
pete with wood ducks in any
beauty pageant, but Maine
only gets them in winter.
They breed in the whitewa-
ter rivers of northern Cana-
da, and many spend the cold
months in the surf zone of
our rocky coast. Like wood
ducks, they go through a
non-pretty period in sum-
mer. Then they molt again
before coming to Maine, so
we never see their eclipse
plumage.

It all has to do with sex.
Most waterfowl start form-
ing pair bonds in winter,
earlier than most birds. I’ve
witnessed copulation be-
tween harlequin ducks
along the Maine coast, even
though they are a thousand
miles from where they will
nest. The birds that pair up
the earliest, molt the fastest.
Thus, mallards are getting
their green heads back right
now. Finally, they can start
looking like mallards again.

Bob Duchesne serves as
vice president of Maine
Audubon’s Penobscot Valley
Chapter. He developed the
Maine Birding Trail, with in-
formation at mainebirding-
trail.com. He can be reached
at duchesne@midmaine.
com.
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“I knew this pond exist-
ed because [back in the
1980s] Fred Kircheis, a for-
mer [Department of Inland
Fisheries and Wildlife]
fisheries biologist, used to
bring bass back for the [for-
mer Bangor Mental Health
Institute] patients to fish
for,” Fahey said.

Fahey helped spearhead
the effort to stock a few
dozen bass in the lake, and
many volunteers and Doro-
thea Dix employees have
helped by sprucing up the
grounds and adding the
dock.

Fahey said a chance meet-
ing with Jeff Spaulding, the
co-leader of the Bangor
Healing Waters chapter, led
to the pond’s reclamation ef-
fort throughout the sum-
mer. Spaulding, a 34-year-
old disabled Marine veteran
who lives in Orono, said fly
fishing has played an impor-
tant in his life, and he want-
ed to share the activity with
others.

“It’s just so calming,”
Spaulding said. “It gives
you something to do when
you’re stressed out or de-
pressed. You get on the
river, and everything kind
of goes away except for the
fishing. It gives me some-

thing to focus on other than
the bad things.”

Fahey spoke to officials
at Dorothea Dix Psychiat-
ric Center to see if they’d
allow the pond to be stocked
again, and since then, em-
ployees of the center have
pitched in in a number of
ways, including mowing
grass and making the pond
accessible. The DIF&W and
the Maine Department of
Environmental Protection
have also played key roles,
Fahey said.

Fahey and Spaulding said
they’d like to improve the
pond, perhaps by deepening
it and making it even more
accessible to casting along
the shoreline. To do that,
some additional volunteer
work in the months and
years ahead would help.

“We’re looking for peo-
ple with [earth-moving]
equipment to help out with
the pond,” Spaulding said.
“Anybody who wants to do-
nate time to work around
the pond, people who know
how to fly fish, who want to
teach fly tying, teach fly
fishing [would be wel-
come].”

Braniff hopes more vet-
erans also discover the
power of Healing Waters.
After all, the program has
worked for him.

“I’ve always been kind of
a loner,” he said. “Now I’m
trying not to be a loner.”

Watching his interaction
with volunteers and fellow
veterans over a post-fish-
ing barbecue, it’s obvious
he’s not just trying.

He’s succeeding, one out-
ing, one cast, one fish at a
time.

Braniff said he’d experi-
enced enough of the bad
things. And eventually, he
heeded the advice that ev-
erybody had been giving

him and that even he knew
was necessary.

“I knew in my mind I
had to get my ass up off the
couch or step away from
the computer or the TV,”
Braniff said. “I was doing
nothing. My wife was work-
ing, and I was doing noth-
ing around the house. I was
convinced by people at the
VA, and myself, to go out
and get off my butt and do

something worthwhile
with my life.”

And since his involve-
ment with Project Healing
Waters? Well, he’s been on
a drift boat trip on the East
Outlet of the Kennebec
River and caught his first
brook trout on a fly.

But that’s only part of
the story.

“I’m doing almost all the
cooking at home now,”

Braniff said proudly. “I
learned how to bake bread.
I’m having a ball. My life
finally means something.”

Those wishing to volunteer
their time or equipment to
help Project Healing Waters,
or veterans who want to
learn more can contact
Spaulding at jspaulding13@
gmail.com or call 802-598-
4664.

tronomers from around the
world.

The eighth Acadia Night
Sky Festival will run Thurs-
day, Sept. 22, through Sun-
day, Sept. 25, with a full
schedule of events planned
throughout Mount Desert
Island.

“We have new speakers
every year to keep the festi-
val fresh and growing,” Alf
Anderson of the Bar Harbor
Chamber of Commerce
said.

The keynote speaker for
this year’s festival is Guy
Consolmagno, who in 2015
was named director of the
Vatican Observatory by
Pope Francis. A brother in
the Roman Catholic Society
of Jesus, Consolmagno has
been working since 1993 as
an astronomer and meteor-
ite specialist at the Vatican
Observatory, located in the
Papal summer gardens out-
side Rome.

“We’re really excited to
have him come to town,”
said Anderson, who is on
the festival planning com-
mittee that also includes
representatives from Aca-
dia National Park, the Abbe
Museum, Friends of Aca-
dia, The Jackson Laborato-
ry and Mount Desert Island
High School.

In recent years, the festi-
val has attracted between
3,500 and 4,000 visitors to
Mount Desert Island, An-
derson said. And last year,
the Saturday star party
atop Cadillac Mountain, the
festival’s most popular
event, drew roughly 1,500

stargazers to the summit of
the mountain.

Kicking off the popular
star party this year, Chad
Moore, founder of the Na-
tional Park Service’s Dark
Skies Team, will be giving
a presentation from 6:30 to
7:30 p.m. Saturday, Sept.
24, at MDI High School.
The presentation, titled
“A Starry Endowment,”
will center on how people
can help preserve the star-
ry sky for future genera-
tions.

“It’s not just that you
can’t see stars in the back-
yard in the city; we’re los-
ing it in the parks as well,”
Moore said in a recent
phone interview from his
home in California.

Moore was a park ranger
at Pinnacles National Park
in California in 1999, when
he noticed light pollution
affecting his view of the
night sky in the park.

“I was concerned and
started asking around to
my fellow park rangers
about what to do about this
and how to measure it, and
basically, they either said,
‘I don’t know,’ or ‘I don’t
know, and I’ve been wor-
ried about the same thing,’”
Moore said.

In response, Moore
formed the National Park
Service Dark Skies Team to
measure light pollution in
national parks throughout
the country and raise pub-
lic awareness about light
pollution and ways to com-
bat it.

Light pollution not only
masks the beauty of the
starry night sky; it also con-
tributes to energy waste,
disrupts many ecological
processes, especially for

nocturnal animals, and can
cause adverse human
health effects, according to
a 2010 report prepared by
the Hancock County Plan-
ning Commission and
Maine State Planning Of-
fice. Medical research has
shown that excessive light
on the human body may in-
crease incidents of head-
aches, fatigue, stress and
anxiety.

“What we’re dealing with
is a transboundary issue
that is like air pollution but
unlike air pollution, be-
cause there are few laws to

govern it,” Moore said.
In 1991, Maine became

the second state to adopt
some form of outdoor light-
ing regulations, but like
most states with these regu-
lations, Maine’s legislation
only covers state-funded
lighting. This leaves it up to
individual towns to create
their own “dark sky friend-
ly” ordinances.

“We realized that com-
municating this issue with
the public and having a
public component to it was
going to be essential to its
protection,” Moore said.

“So we started directing
some of our efforts to shar-
ing the night sky, training
park rangers on how to use
telescopes and creating
night sky celebrations.”

The first national park
night sky festival was held
in 2005 at Bryce Canyon Na-
tional Park in southern
Utah. Since then star festi-
vals at parks and other out-
door locations have in-
creased in number and
popularity throughout the
United States.

“It’s extremely satisfying
for me to have kicked off
this idea of dark sky festi-
vals and then see it em-
braced by not only the [Na-
tional] Park Service but the
friends groups and the com-
munity and having them
make it their own,” Moore
said.

Moore visited Acadia Na-
tional Park for the first
time to measure the park’s
light pollution in 2003, at
the bequest of former Aca-
dia superintendent Sheri-
dan Steele.

“What we found was one
of the darkest locations on
the eastern seaboard,”
Moore said of Acadia Na-
tional Park.

On a clear night in Aca-
dia, visitors can see the
band of the Milky Way with
the naked eye, and on occa-
sion they’ll catch a colorful
show of the Northern
Lights.

Since 2003, Moore has re-
turned to Acadia several
times to measure light pol-
lution.

“I’ve spent many a night
on top of Cadillac Moun-
tain, collecting data or wait-
ing for it to be clear or iron-
ically cursing the Northern

Lights, which are beautiful
but totally mess up the
data,” Moore said.

In 2008, Acadia National
Park launched the “Night
Sky Initiative” in partner-
ship with the Island Astron-
omy Institute and Friends
of Acadia to measure, pro-
mote and protect the quali-
ty of the night sky above the
park and surrounding com-
munities. The annual Aca-
dia Night Sky Festival,
which debuted the follow-
ing year, is a part of that
initiative.

Also during that time,
the town of Bar Harbor ad-
opted an ordinance regulat-
ing outdoor lighting on all
new construction in town.
This ordinance was voted
in by a landslide popular
vote, demonstrating the
support and enthusiasm of
the community to protect
the island’s dark skies and
prevent further light pollu-
tion.

“I think what I’ve
learned from this career
I’ve had in light pollution
is that my connection with
the night is not an anach-
ronistic thing,” Moore
said. “This isn’t me as a
scientist trying to change
people’s minds or sway
somebody’s opinion about
the beauty of the night
sky. … I’m not an advo-
cate, really. I guess I was
in the beginning. But at
this point, the night sky
doesn’t need an advocate.
We just need to understand
how to fix this problem.”

For information on the
Acadia Night Sky Festival,
including a full schedule of
events, visit acadianightsky-
festival.com.
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Mallards are notorious for being aggressive Lotharios, so it makes sense that they would
want to pretty up as soon as they can fly again.
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The official poster for the eighth annual Acadia Night Sky
Festival.

Jim Martin
(right) and
Pete Brooks
(left) give tips
to 66-year-old
Vietnam War
veteran Bob
Hazelton on
how to cast
with a fly rod
near the small
pond on the
grounds of
the Dorothea
Dix Psychiat-
ric Center in
Bangor. Proj-
ect Healing
Waters teach-
es veterans
how to fish
and takes
them on trips
to enjoy the
outdoors.


