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Winter in the Big Woods -flooded bottomlands o/the Trinity River. TWA Director Dr. Robert F.
McFarlane took this shot. He is a cardiologist in East Texas and owner/operator o/the

BigWoods on the Trinity River Hunting Resort.

ur bottomland hardwood forests are among East Texas' special places. In
pre-settlement times, these forests were part of the vast ecological system
of southern timberlands. They were part of the high-quality wildlife habitat
that supported now-extinct species such as the ivory-billed woodpecker,
Carolina parakeet, red wolf, and the original genetic populations of black
bears and mountain lions. Driven by the subtropical climate, soils and wa-
ter flows over time formed the foundation for the diversity of plants and

animals that thrived in these forests.

Originally, trees dominated the floodplain landscapes in soils fertile from the accumulated nu-
trients and constantly available water. Plants are "primary producers" and the foundation for
food chains, making these bottomland forests the domain of many types of animal life. Today,
"the bottoms" still are the destination for many outdoor recreationists because of this natural di-
versity, even after a couple centuries of substantial alteration of quality and acreage loss.

Native Americans living here relied considerably on agriculture in addition to hunting, fish-
ing, and gathering. Early European settlers took their cue from them and quickly adopted
lifestyles that incorporated the abundant resources of bottomland hardwood forests. Their de-
mands and extractions led to degradation and/or destruction of ecological quality.

Earth sciences gradually revealed the natural assets in functioning bottomland forests. Modern
society now has increased appreciation for the wild places of the Sabine, Neches, Sulphur, Cy-
press, San Jacinto, Trinity and their many tributaries.

We now understand that bottomland forests reduce flood peaks by slowing the downstream
rush of collected rainfall runoff, improve water quality through deposition of sediments, prevent
soil erosion, provide renewable timber resources, and serve as habitats for a multitude of fish and
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Catfish Creek on Dr. McFarlane's BigWoods Resort, afew milesfrom its confluence with the Trinity.

wildlife species we value for recreational
or commercial purposes. And there is an
often-overlooked connection between
these bottomlands and the welfare of fin-
fish and shellfish in downstream coastal

bays and estuaries.
Here are two examples of the many

complex relationships of wildlife species
with these special environments.

WinterEcologyofMallards
Mallard reproduction is a complex web

of year-around events, the story of the
union of biology and ecology. In a sense,
it is a grand "ecological dance" in which
Texas bottomland hardwood forests are an
important part of the rhythm.

Many mallards establish pair-bonds in
our bottomland hardwood forests. Winter
sex ratio data of mallards in the Central

Flyway suggest these birds come here for
that function. Survey data from the 1980s
indicate that the proportion of males to fe-
males is about 1:1 in Texas, while flocks
wintering farther north may be as much as
7: 1 in favor of males. Perhaps the bal-
anced sex ratios more likely reflect pair
establishment. Certainly, high-quality
habitat in bottomland hardwood forests

provides what's necessary for successful
pair-bonding and subsequent events.

In late winter, pre-breeding adults be-
gin to molt their body feathers. Drakes
develop striking color and look as if they
are polished. Hens change into feather
patterns better suited to camouflage on the
nesting grounds. This is noticeable in
more streaked body plumage. The whit-
ish bellies in hens also become brownish
and streaked. To produce these new
feathers, mallards must eat high-protein
diets of invertebrates abundant in flooded
bottomland hardwood forests.

The leaf detritus decaying on the wet
forest floor provides the food base for
these jnvertebrates. Winter floods spread-
ing across the bottomlands are essential to
these processes. In addition to the ap-
pearance of feather patterns, these di-
etary changes can be seen in the vivid
colors on legs, feet, and bills. The con-
sumption of invertebrates results in
bright orange colors in soft tissues. The
"red-legged mallards from Kansas" sim-
ply are winter-resident birds preparing
for the breeding season by feeding
heavily on invertebrates.
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These plumage changes are vital to
production. Without abundant inverte-
brate foods, hens cannot promptly un-
dergo the late-winter molt. Unless hens
complete these molts, they will not
mate: no eggs, no ducklings and the fall
flight is reduced.

The overbanking of rivers and streams
and direct rainfall during winter months is
critical for shallow flooding of forested
wetlands. Without sufficient water, the
habitat functions vital for supporting in-
vertebrates will not develop. The circle
linking mallards with this process
would not close. In this way, the condi-
tions in winter habitats are connected to
the success of production on the breed-
ing grounds.

With successful completion of this
body molt, mallards are fully paired and
depart northward. Upon immediate ar-
rival on the nesting grounds, they rapidly
progress into egg-laying, incubation, and
brood-rearing.

Less-than-ideal habitat on Texas win-
tering grounds can result in reduced re-
production on the breeding grounds. At-
tention to habitat quality and quantity
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