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Aylesbury Duck
by Chris Ashton

Ducks for exhibition were given special care and attention.
Weight was an important criterion and, as a consequence,
this led to a larger duck with a baggy keel. Keeled birds
were disliked by market traders.

When I began showing waterfowl twenty-six years ago, I
was amused that the established breeders steered clear of
the pretty coloured ducks and geese, and concentrated
on the Embden, Aylesbury and Rouen. The Cayuga and
Indian Runner were accepted, but the new-fangled Welsh
Harlequin, Campbell and even Saxony were for the
punters. Certainly, the Brecon Buff and Buff Back were
regarded as interlopers.

This apparent elitism was well founded. The established
breeds of ducks and geese were the ones which figure in
that Victorian Bible of poultry, Lewis Wright. Here, there are
colour plates of the Aylesbury, Rouen, Cayuga and Buenos
Aires duck (the Black East Indian), together with the
Toulouse. The Indian Runner also gained acceptance in
Victorian times and made it to the 1901 Standards, along
with the Pekin.
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For the interested reader, Alison Ambrose' book The
Aylesbury Duck, published by the Buckinghamshire County
Museum, is a fascinating account of the social and
economic effects of the duck industry in the area. Even in
the 1750s, 'the poor people of this town [Aylesbury] are
supported by breeding young ducks; four carts go with
them every Saturday to London' (3). Indeed, it was the
buying power of the rich in the capital which provided the
market for the industry. The impetus for further growth
came with the railway. The railway companies or agents
even collected the ducklings (aged six to eight weeks)
from the village homes for transport in ‘flats’ which were
wicker hampers. Thus, the railway companies were closely
involved in door-to-door transport and they also distributed
the payments for the ducks, after deducting transport costs
and salesmen's commission.

Although the number of ducks bred makes it virtually
impossible to keep and maintain records of the pedigree,
these breeds have been standardized for so long (some of
them since the 1865 UK Standards) that, bar accidental
crossbreeding, a reliable type and colour can be
maintained by the careful breeder.

So, the Aylesbury is the favoured show breed; but isn't the
Aylesbury just the 'big, white duck' found on every English
smallholding? Sadly not. These average-sized commercial
birds with yellow bill, flat chest and even upright carriage
have not seen an Aylesbury since their great great
granny's time!

This misunderstanding is not really surprising. Just as Thermos
and Hoover have become generic terms, so famous was
the Aylesbury that the word became synonymous with a
quality product. From its beginnings in the Thame valley in
Buckinghamshire (UK), where it was reared as a table bird,
it has been crossed and re-crossed largely to enhance
fertility, hatchability and output. The title has remained
long after the blue blood had been diluted.

THE EXHIBITION AYLESBURY DUCK

Aylesburys are huge, oblong-shaped ducks in white
plumage. Standard weights are 9-11 and 10-12 lbs for the
female and male respectively, but large show birds can
reach more than this. Their long bodies should have an
almost flat back and this length in the body is matched by
a long beak. When viewed from the side the outline is
almost straight from the top of the skull, the head and bill
measuring from 15-20 cm (6 - 8 inches)—as straight as a
woodcock’s head and bill. The pale pink bill is in stark
contrast to the bright orange legs and webs.

Everybody knows the Aylesbury duck.
It's white, there's one in every pretty English
farmyard scene, and you eat it. Yet the Aylesbury is
the showman's duck par excellence, favoured by
the serious exhibitor and breeder.
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Painting by Harrison Weir (from Wingfield & Johnson, ‘The
Poultry Book’, 1853) These Aylesbury ducks had a pinkish bill,
legs and feet, no prominent keel, and even had a slightly dished
bill. White ducks appear quite early on. There is a white Crested
duck in a Dutch painting from 1660. William Ellis (‘The Country
Housewife’s Companion’, 1750) also mentions ‘The common
white duck’. Moubray (1816) names ‘The white Aylesbury’.

Small ‘duckers’ reared perhaps 400-1,000 ducks a year, but
large breeders like the Westons and the appropriately
named Fowlers sold many thousands. The small duckers
were the labourers who had saved enough capital to start
rearing ducks, for they generally bought the eggs from the
breeders. The stock ducks were kept on the farms where
conditions (for the ducks) were healthier, to promote
fertility. The eggs were hatched by the cottagers who lived
in the town and who had town jobs, for the hatching and
rearing was a seasonal trade lasting from late November
to August - quite a long season!

One part of Aylesbury was known as Duck End and
accounts of it at that time indicate it to have been a slum.
It suffered from a cholera epidemic in 1832, which was not
surprising in view of the sewerage of the town terminating
here, and the existence of a large number of ducks and
other animals, which were kept in the houses and yards of
the area. It was so wet that the sewage from the duck
ponds in the back yard of one house passed under the
brick floor of the living room, causing the soil to ooze up
between the bricks.

The massive body needs strong legs and feet to support its
weight, but fit birds can be surprisingly agile for their rather
unwieldy appearance. Show specimens must have a low
keel at the front, dropping vertically from the chest and
almost touching the ground under the body. Both male
and female are, of course, white, but the drake is
distinguished by his greater size and curled feathers on the
rump. Hurst (l) commented that the colour of the eggs
varies considerably from a pure white to a bright green,
but all self-respecting Aylesbury ducks today lay large
white eggs.

In the early illustrations of the Aylesbury such as that of the
artist Ludlow in Lewis Wright (1873), the prize winning pair of
ducks did not show a keel. This seems to have been
developed as an exhibition feature so that early in the
twentieth century, there came to be two separate strains
of the duck - one for the show pen and one for the table.

Apart from extreme size in the exhibition bird, however, the
exaggerated development of the keel is the only big
difference between the two strains. Commercial Aylesbury
ducks still exist in the UK, and those of Richard Waller have
been featured in Poultry World. These birds and the
business belong to a family tradition that goes back over
200 years and the ducks still show the huge Aylesbury head
and pink beak, but with the rounder and tighter breast of
the table strain. Mr Waller’s (2) ducks (stuffed, 1977) can be
seen at the museum in Aylesbury where there is very good
display of the traditional duck rearing industry.

Ludlow’s painting of Mrs Seamons’ Aylesbury ducks,
from ‘The Illustrated book of Poultry’, Lewis Wright, 1873.
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Ambrose quotes the Rev. St. John Priest from 1810 to give
the flavour of a ducker's cottage: 'In one room belonging
to this man (the only room he has to live in) were ducks of
three growths, on the 14th January 1808, fattening for the
London market: at one corner about seventeen or
eighteen four weeks old; at another corner a brood a
fortnight old; and at a third corner a brood a week old. In
the bed room were hens brooding ducks in boxes, to be
brought off at different periods.' Certain readers will no
doubt be amused by the similarity of the conditions then
with those existing in some households today in the rearing
season. There are tales of the pattering of goslings' feet in
the attic keeping those in the bedroom below awake, and
the squeaks of ducklings in the kitchen doing likewise. The
difference, I suppose, is between that of economic
necessity and one of choice.
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EXHIBITIONS

Exhibition Aylesbury at Vernon Jackson’s in the 1990s. The
massive head has a long, straight, pink bill. The bill tends to go
more yellow in the summer months when it is sunny and there is
also more green grass to eat. Ducks do like to graze tender grass.

One of the Aylesbury exhibited by Kenneth Broekman and Mark
Hoppe at the European Waterfowl Show (Veenendaal, Holland, 2002)

The Aylesbury duck industry was at its peak in the second
half of the 19th century as a lucrative enterprise. The
Victorian exhibitions also gave the breed additional
prestige. At the first National Poultry Show held at the
Zoological Gardens in 1845, there was a class for 'Aylesbury
or any other white variety' and, soon after that, the major
agricultural shows began to include a poultry section in
their schedule of events. The railways yet again provided
the transport for this activity. Show ducks were loaded into
special hampers, lined in those days with stitched layers of
straw. This facility continued for show people. In the 1930s,
Vernon Jackson (Britain's renowned exhibition Aylesbury
breeder) was still sending off hampers by rail with a dual
tear-off label to get them to the show and return them. On
the labels were entered the duck's age and breed and
show pen number and inside there were pockets for food
and water. When Vernon Jackson used this system, not
one bird went astray. Unfortunately, the contraction of the
railway network and the ease of road transport has meant
the demise of this system. The enigmatic show rule 'No
railed stock accepted' still recently appearing in some
schedules dates back to this tradition.

Exhibition Aylesburys were shown in Victorian times by Mrs
Mary Seamons of Hartwell and by the Fowler and Weston
families, duckers of the Aylesbury district. Even in 1979, Mr
W.H.J. Weston commented, 'The pride and joy of it all were
the exhibition ducks'. Yet, the days of the specific Aylesbury
trade were numbered. After 1890, the increase in demand
for ducks was not met by the original producing area, but
by large scale industries which developed in Lancashire,
Lincolnshire and Norfolk. In addition, there was the
challenge of the Pekin. These ducks were imported from
China into the UK in 1872 - 3 and, having no bagginess of
flesh on the chest, soon gained favour in use as a
commercial cross. This is of course well-documented in the
USA.

MAINTAINING THE BREED

A pair of Aylesbury for sale 2003

Dafydd Morris’ Aylesbury Ducks

The pure exhibition Aylesbury has been doggedly
maintained by the expert duck breeders of the 20th
century, such as Reginald Appleyard in the 1940s and
Vernon Jackson. These heavy birds are not easy to breed,
and Mr. Jackson recommended keeping a breeding pen
with two drakes to four ducks - a high proportion of males
to females which would be inadvisable with Campbells or
Runners. Egg fertility is not particularly high, but is improved
by using slightly lighter weight drakes with less keel, and
also by using young males. Young females lay in February,
earlier than the older birds. However, it is the 2 to 3 year old
females which will produce the strongest ducklings and
future breeders.

There is a knack to producing top birds of this breed. It is
usually called good stockmanship combined with an eye
for selection of pedigree birds. But perhaps most telling
was Edna Jackson's quip: 'Half the pedigree is by the
mouth!' These birds do have the most enormous appetite.
Their days consist of a short walk to the food hopper then
sitting down again. This programme needs to be given a
bit more variation and Vernon's birds were encouraged to
exercise on free range grass. Such birds stay fitter than
those reared in a small pen where they can go 'off their
legs' with sheer obesity. However, if young birds are not
offered lots of food they will simply not grow to exhibition
size.

The other knack is getting them ready for a show. White
ducks must have swimming water all the time, to maintain
their plumage and this will also help to keep the pink beak.
It used to be thought that this beak colour ('pink as a lady's
nail') could only be kept by the birds dabbling in the river
gravels of the Aylesbury area, where the mixture of flint,
chalk and greensand in the sediments wore off the top
layer of skin. In fact, this effect can be achieved by
keeping the skin covering of the bill moist, so the skin wears
off easily, and giving plenty of gravel by the pool.
The Aylesbury has never been numerous at UK shows. Only
a handful of breeders have stuck with it over the years,
and it is registered with Defra (UK Department of the
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) as one of our rare
breeds.

The breeding stock has been spread around the world
from Thailand and Canada to Holland and Germany.
Stock has also been returned, probably giving the UK stock
just a small boost.

An important point made by Vernon was that, to maintain
a breed, there must be other breeders available to swap
stock. He was loaned a top quality drake by the
MacBeans in the 1930s which improved his strain, and he
exchanged stock with the late Nick Thomas of Cornwall.
By distributing his own stock widely, he hoped that the
exhibition Aylesbury would continue.

The exhibition bird has also been crossed with commercial
strains of ‘Aylesbury’, when the type is forfeited. But at least
the birds breed and can be crossed back to the parent
stock. After all, that was how the modern exhibition
Aylesbury was made around a century ago—by selection.

The breed has also been crossed with the Rouen which is
the same basic shape. First crosses will look wild-colour, but
50% of subsequent crosses back to the Aylesbury stock will
be white. However, it’s quite a long road back to the
correct bill colour and that long, long beak. However, if a
gene pool reaches a real low, there is no alternative but to
widen the pool. Problems with the Aylesbury in the late
1990s were a very restricted number of birds available, and
also dark markings (especially in the bean) of the duck’s
bill becoming rather persistent.
A good Aylesbury will often be in the running for the top
honours at a show. There is still at tendency for judges to
choose the ‘classic’ breeds—meaning that Championship
Row often ends up just black and white. It’s often
dominated by the Indie, Cayuga, White Runner, White Call
and Aylesbury (and of course the Rouen). Even after years
of perfection have gone into the Welsh Harlequin, Abacot
Ranger and Saxony, it takes a judge of wide experience to
know a good one and have the confidence to ‘put it up’.
That may be why the Aylesbury still survives. Several
breeders in the UK such as Colin Dick, Graham Hicks, John
Richards, David Pownall and Dafydd Morris continue to
exhibit the Aylesbury, carrying on the name of this
quintessentially British bird.
More info about the ducks is in ‘The Domestic Duck’,
available from Amazon UK and Crowood press –
see www.ashtonwaterfowl.net for further details
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