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Celery: 

Duck’s Delight 
By Paul Skawinski, CLMN Statewide Coordinator, UW-Extension Lakes 

 

ave you ever wondered what 

is so tasty below the surface 

that makes ducks dive for 

their dinner? One of the most 

important foods for waterfowl 

is water celery (Vallisneria 

americana), and it is probably 

growing in your lake! 

 

valisineria). Indeed, the canvasback is named 

after water celery, because it is this water  

bird’s primary food source during the non- 

breeding period. Other animals, like deer and 

muskrats, will feed on water celery too. In 

addition to being a food staple for many ducks, 

this aquatic plant provides shade, shelter and 

spawning habitat for a wide variety of fishes 

and invertebrates. 

 

Pollination is Tricky Business 

Water celery remains fairly inconspicuous from 

the water’s surface, except for the fast-growing, 

ribbon-like corkscrew that grows from its base 

and lifts the female flower to a few millimeters 

below the surface. The surface tension of the 

water causes a slight dimple to form around  

this delicate, white flower; this dimple is the 

key to its pollination (Figure 1). While the 
 

 

 
 

Early in the season, water celery peeks through the sediments at the bottom of the lake. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Canvasbacks even 

coordinate their 

migratory patterns to 

follow large expanses 

of water celery beds. 

Water celery, a submersed water plant, is  

native in most of the United States, including 

Wisconsin. This plant is named for Italian 

botanist Antonio Vallisneri and acquired its 

common name of water celery because the 

meat of ducks that eat a lot of Vallisneria is 

said to have a celery-like flavor. Diving ducks, 

like the canvasback (Aythya valisineria), 

consume huge amounts of the plant by 

plunging to the base of the water celery to eat 

its rhizomes (roots). These roots or rhizomes 

are a favorite, but ducks will also feed on  

water celery seeds that are produced in the fall. 

Canvasbacks even coordinate their migratory 

patterns to follow large expanses of water 

celery beds. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You may have noticed the similarity in 

the Latin names of water celery 

(Vallisneria americana) and the 

canvasback (Aythya 

 

 
 

Delicate, white female flowers are lifted to the surface by 

fast-growing, spring-like stalks. 
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Figure 1. Water celery pollination process 

A. The male water celery plant releases flowers. 

B. Sealed in a buoyant capsule, the male flower rises to the surface. 

C. When the male flower reaches the surface, it opens up, exposing the pollen. 

D. Propelled by wind or water currents, some male flowers are pushed into the 

dimples created by the female flower. The male flower then tips over and delivers 

pollen to the female. 

E. The stalk below the female flower will tightly coil after pollination, pulling the 

pollinated flower down into the water to protect it during development of the fruit. 

 

female flowers wait patiently at the surface, the 

male flowers are being released from a separate 

plant as they mature. Each male flower rises to 

the surface in a tiny buoyant capsule. As these 

capsules reach the surface, they will open up 

into a sort of miniature, floating tripod—the 

three sepals of each flower forming its “legs”. 

The pollen-covered anthers are held upward, 

as the tiny tripods silently float along, their 

destiny controlled by water currents and winds. 

A male flower lucky enough to drift toward the 

dimple around a female flower will be pulled 

down the tiny slope and tipped over, causing 

the anthers to fall onto the female flower, and 

effectively transferring pollen to complete 

pollination. 

You can imagine how many things can go 

wrong in that whole process. In fact, most 

reproduction in water celery is simple cloning 

via the underground rhizomes. This ensures 

that the species continues to survive in a 

waterbody and allows for more chances at 

pollination during the following season. 

 

Next time you see the little corkscrews lifting 

their flowers toward the surface, waiting to 

birth a new generation of water celery plants, 

take a look around for the tiny male flowers. 

Go ahead and give them a little cheer – they 

need all the help they can get!
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