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ANALYSIS OF THE STOMA.CH CONTENTS OF THIRTEEH AMElRICA.N MlllRGI\NSms TA.KEN JlROM 

TEE ESCANABA RIVER, MICHIGA.N DURING SEPTEMBER 1935 

Thirteen American mar~sers (identified as such by Mr. Milton B. TrautDRn) 

were received by the Institute for Fisheries Research on September 18. On the date 

of their arrival, the ducks were dissected and their stonachs preserved in forn:alin. 

Analysis o:f' the stone.ch contents of these birds was made on September 19 and 20 by 

the writer. 

According to a letter received from Clare l!arwell and data given on a label 

accompanying the shipimnt of mergansers, these birds were shot during the morning 

and afternoon of September 15, 1935 on the Escanaba River (T. 41 N., R. 23 and 24 W., 

Delta County, Michigan) by members of the Wolverine Sportsrm.n' s Club of Escanaba 

accol;lPanied by three Conservation Officers. The birds were shipped from Escanaba 

on September 16. ~- Farwell, in his letter, stated that Hthe ·ducks were shot after 

numerou.s reports were sent in that they were destroying the trout planted on the 

river about a month ago 11 • 

The task of identifying the contents of these storm.cha was unusually difficult 

since the Institute did not receive the birds until ap:proxirrately three days after 

they had been shot. A considerable amount of decomposition of the storrach contents 

took place during those three warm days intervening between the shooting of the birds 

and the preservation of their stomchs. Under su.c.l:l circumstances, it is extremely 

advisable that the birds be packed in ice dllring their transportation. 

Eac.'1-i sto!l:B.ch contained from one to six or more fish which were more or less 

intact and could be identified to the species or subspecies, and usu.ally, in addition, 

a diffuse nass of pulverized fish flesh and bones representing the rerra.ins of one to 
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several fish. Among such rr:a.sses of remains, the identification of the fish (based 

on features of the bones of the head) was sometimes difficru.lt: the rerra.ins of the 

two trout, which were encountered, could be identified as either brook trout 

(Salvelinus f:. fontinalis) or brown trout (Salmo _ferio), but the writer \'18.s not 
( 1) 

certain which of these two species was represented: among the minnows, it was often 

possible to identify them only as members of the "minnow family" (Cyprinidae). The 

contents of the stoIIBch of each merganser a.re listed separately in the following 

Table I. 

Sumrre.rz 

The following sum:nary rerre.rks are based solely on those food i terrs which were 

identified. However, since more than three-fourths (by volutm) of the total contents 

of all of the thirteen stomachs \'18.S accurately identified, these following sumn:e.ry 

conclusions are probably fairly accurate in depicting the diet of these American 

merg)9.nsers on the Escanaba River in Septeni:,er. 

The stonachs of a.11 13 birds contained fish ren:ains. 

Of the st on:e.chs of these 13 birds, 7 contained fan-tailed darters (Ca topg~ 

flabella.ris lineolatus.): 7 contained smllmouth black bass (Micropterus dolomieu); 

7 contained minnows (family Oyprinic3M); 5 contained common suckers (Catosto!I!aJi 

conmersonni~ cozmrersopnii); 2 contained trout (either brook or brown - probably 

brook trout); 2 contained crayfish, and 2 contained snails (Physa sp.). 

The total contents o:f' the 13 ston:achs (those food i terns which could be 

identified) included: 24 smllmouth black bass, 17 minnows (representing 4 species) 

of the family Cyprinidae, 8 fan-tailed darters, 6 common suckers, 3 snails, 2 trout 

and 2 crayfish. 

Tb.ere is, of course, the possibility that sorre of the fish, contained in the 

rer~nser stomchs, had been captured by the ducks while on sore other stream, and 

- th.at only a portion of the items listed were taken by the birds from the Escanaba 

River. The chances of this being the situa.tion are not so great as one migp.t 

(l)However, it seemed most probable that they were both brook trou.t. 



Merganser 

Adult ferrale in 
11 flapper stage" • 
Wing feathers 
one-fourth grown. 

Adult fenale in 
11 flapPer stage 11 • 

Female adult. 

Ferm.le 

Ferra.le 

-Table I 

Food item 

Fan-tailed darter (Catonetus L.. lineolatus) 
11 fl fl II fl 11 

Crayfish 
River chub (Nocorrd..§ biguttatus) 

Fish renRins 

Common shiner (Notropis Qornutµs) 

Sn:allmouth black bass (Micro12t eru~ dolomism) 
II II II II II 

II fl II II " 
II ti II II II 

11 II II fl II 

II fl II II II 

It II II If " 
:Ban-tailed darter (Catonetus L. lineolatus) 

Smallmou.th black bass (Micropterus dolomim) 
To.n-tailed darter (Catonetus !.t. lineolatus) 

Sma.llmouth black bass (Micropterus dolomieu) 
II II II II II 

II II II II II 

llan-tailed darter (Q.f!!onatus L. lineola.t~) 
Horned dace (Semotilus ~ atron:aculatus) 

11 II fl II II 

· Blacki-nosed dace (Rhinichth;y;s ~ atronasus) 
II fl fl fl II 11 

II II II II II 11 

II ti II II " II 

Body length of Voluire of 
food item food item 
in inches in c.c. 

1.8 1.0 
1. 5"' 0.2 
- -

3.3 8.5 

2.0I' 1.5 

5.2 45.0 

3.2 12.0 
3.1 10.0 
2.s 5.0 
2.9 7.0 
3.1 6.o 
2.8 9.0 
3.1 10.0 
1.7 1.0 

2.3• 1.2 
1. 7 0.7 

3.1 11.0 
3.7 8.0 
3.3 12.0 
0.9 0.2 
2. '1 4.o 
2.~ 1.0 
1.3 o.~ 
1.3* o. 
1.2 0.5 
1.3• 0.7 

Ren:arks 

I 

I Few scattered rerre.ins. 
Teeth 4,1-o,4 

• I Fi sh almost cor.qplete-
ly digested; could 
nq_t be identified. 

3 years old 
(2 annuli). 
Young of 1935. 

II II II 

II II II 

If II n 
II II II 

II II II 

II II " 
Had apparently been 
part lr swallowed by 
the bass at the time 
the bass was eaten by 
the bird. 

Young of 1935. 

Young of 1935. 
II II II 

II II fl 

Teeth 4,2-2,4 

Teeth 4 ,2- l ,4 

I 

'f 



Table continued • 
Body length of 

Merganser Food item food item 
in inches 

Previous bird A II.RS£! of fish flesh and bones containing the 
continued. rennins of: 

2 Black-nosed dace (Ehinichthys lb. atrona.sus) 
1 Minnow 
At least 2 other srm.11 fish 

Male Conmon shiner (Notrouis cornutuR) 6. ()le 

Male Common sucker (Qatostonus ~ commersonnii) 9.0* 
Male Sn:allmouth black bass (Micropterus dolornieu) 3.0 

Fan-tailed darter (Qatonotus L.. lineolatus) 1.8 
Snail (Physa sp.) 
A mss of fish flesh and bones, containing 

the rem.ins of: 
2 m:t.nnows (Cypri nidae), probably conmon shiners 4.()lc 

6.0* 
2 snnllmouth black bass (Micropterus dolornieu) 4.0!< & ? 
Crayfish 
Several other sn:e.11 fish 

Sex? Fan-tailed darter (Oatonotus t. lineolatus) 1.8 
Snail (PhYS:f! sp •) 
A rmss of fish flesh and bones containing 

the rennins of: 
1 trout (either brook or brown - probably a 

brook trout) 4. 5"' 
Corm1on su.cker (Catostorrus .£.!.. commersonnii) 5. c,. 

Sex ? Common sucker (Qatostonu!il .£:. commersonni!) 8.()lc 

Sex 1 Smllmouth black bass (Micro4terus dolomieu) 
1 minnow (Cyprinidae) Teeth .1-0,4 

-

Voluroo of 
food item 
in c.c. 

... 

> 2.7 

21.0 
64.o 

11.0 
1.5 

ll 
> 22.0 

~ 

1.2 

}119.0 

7s.o 

} 3.0 

-
Rezm.rks 

I 

I 
i 

I 
Teeth 4,2-2,4 

Young of 1935 • 

l specimen. 

.Teeth 4,L-1,4 
Teeth 4,1-2,4 
Young of 1935 
Few rerm.ins 

2 specimens. 

This mss also con-
tained one snall fis h 

) (about 3 inches long 
and probably several 
other srm.11 fish. 

This ston:ach conta.i n-
ed only a srmll n:ass 
of fish bones and 
flesh. 

I 
F 



Table. continued -
Merganser Food item 

Sex ? Srrallmou.th black bass (Micropterus dolomieu) 
II II II II 11 

II ti II II II 

II II II II II 

II II fl II II 

ti II II II fl 

II II ti II II 

II II II II II 

Conmon sucker (Oatostorns .£.:. conmersonnii) 
A ne.ss of fish flesh and bones containing the 

rennins of: 
Common sucker (Catostonus ~ commersonnii) 
Common shiner (Notropis cornutus) 
Chub (CYJ)rinid.ae) (Nocomi s?) 
At lea.st~ other fish 

Sex? Srrallmouth black bass (1/J.cropterus dolomieu.) 
:Bs.n-tailed darter (Catonotus 1.:. lineatus) 
A ne.ss of fish flesh and bones containing the 

renains of: 
One trout (either brook or brown - probably 

a brook trout) 
Conman sucker (Catostomi§ ~ coI!IID3rsonnii) 
At least 4 other srre.11 fish 

• Length estinated. 

I 
! 

j 

Body length of 
food item 
in inches 

• 
2.i:; 
2.b 
2.4 
2.3 
1.5 
2. 7* 

4.o• 
6.o-
7. ()>I< ~· to 6 • 
2.5 
1.5• 

5.0• 
5.0• ~· to 6 • 

Volume of 
food item 
in c.c. 

6.o 

! • 
~-0 .o 

~-~ 

6.o 
6.o 
1.0 
2.2 

I~ 

► 32.0 

6.o 
2.0 

1-, 

54.0 

Renarks 

Young of 1935 
II II II 

II II 11 

II II II 

II II II 

II II II 

II ti fl 

II II ff 

· Teeth 4,2-2,4 
1 Teeth l.J-4 

Young of 1935 
3 specimens I 

'-{' 
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expect, for birds, havi!lg a re la.ti vely hi@l body temperature, digest their food 

very rapid.ly. If, however, sorre of the fish were captured :f'l-om some other stream 

before the birds arrived on the Esca..'l"laba River, then it appears probable that most 

of the bass and darters (which had undergone very little digestion up to the time the birds 

were shot) originated in the Esca."lB.ba River, while the two troat (which were almost 

completely digested) r:ray have originated in soiw other stream. 

This evidence does not confirm the local fears that the mergansers in the 

Escanaba were feeding very heavily on the recently planted trout finger lings. It 

my be pointed out that no general conclusions should be drawn from this report, 

since it covers only a snall pa.rt of the Institute 1 s investigp.tion of the status of 

the merganser as a fish predator in Michi~n. 

INSTITUTE JroR FISHERIES RESEARCH 

Gerald P. Cooper 
Forage Fish Investigator 
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