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SOME POINTS IN T H E SEXUAL HABITS OF T H E 
LITTLE GREBE, WITH A NOTE ON T H E 
OCCURRENCE OF VOCAL DUETS IN BIRDS. 

BY 

J. S. HUXLEY. 

DUKING April, 1919,1 had an opportunity of seeing something 
of the habits of the Little Grebe or Dabchick (Podiceps r. 
ruficollis). Although my observations do not pretend to 
completeness, they are of some interest if taken in comparison 
with the more fully-known habits of a related species, the 
Great Crested Grebe (Huxley, Proc. Zool. Soc. 1914). 

In this latter species it has been possible to distinguish 
three quite separate forms of sexual actions—those taking 
place at the time of pairing-up, those connected with the act 
of coition, and self-exhausting ceremonies performed by both 
birds of the pair together after pairing-up. In the second 
class of ceremonies the sexual adornments (ruff, ear-tuft, 
etc.) are never employed, while in the third class they always 
are. The ceremonies of the third class are mainly mutual, 
the actions being identical in both male and female ; but 
there are a few, more rarely performed, where the roles of 
male and female are dissimilar ; and one which is entirely 
unisexual, performed by one bird only. 

The season was too late for the observations of the pairing-
up actions in the Dabchick ; I am not aware of their having 
been elsewhere recorded. Ceremonies of the second class 
I was not able to see. If they exist, in all probability they 
take place among thick reeds near the nest. It was only 
ceremonies of the third class that I had the opportunity of 
observing. 

The Dabchick shows a seasonal change of plumage, the 
colours and patterns of the head becoming more striking 
for the nesting season. It differs, however, from all the other 
British species of the family in never possessing any tufts, 
crests, or frills on the head. It is therefore interesting to 
find that the common form of mutual ceremony in this 
species depends not on visual stimulation as in Podiceps 
cristatus, but on an auditory stimulation. It is in fact a 
duet, performed together by both birds of the pair. 

The note of the Dabchick is very startling, consisting of 
a long shrill peal, somewhat like the neigh of a horse trans
posed into a very high region of the scale, and mixed with 
some wildness and a certain quality of laughter. This note 
may be given by a single bird, but it is more often heard as a 
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duet. It varies considerably in length and quality. Some
times it is fairly short, and consists only of a single phrase. 
At other times it is pitched higher, and oscillates up and down 
in a series of very short phrases. In this case it almost 
always lasts a much longer time. 

I have no doubt that careful observation will distinguish a 
number of lesser variations given under slightly different 
emotions. 

The duet in its most typical form is given by the two birds 
of a pair close together, more or less facing each other, with 
their necks stretched straight up. It is thus accompanied 
by an attitude somewhat different from the ordinary, a little 
stiff and ceremonial in character. It may issue from among 
the reeds, or from a pair on the open water. As far as my 
observations go, it is not preceded by any special action. 
The birds may be resting, fishing, or swimming steadilv. 
Frequently the birds will come up after a number of fishing 
dives, give a duet, and at once start fishing again. If not 
very close together at the start, they almost always swim 
towards each other during the performance. Neither does 
the ceremony lead to other sexual actions. Like the head-
shaking of the Great Crested Grebe, it is self-exhausting, 
and after it is over the birds resume their previous activities. 

I have so far seen no other mutual ceremonies in this 
species, but it is quite possible from analogy with P. cristatus 
that there is one common and several rarely performed 
ceremonies, which latter I have not yet had the luck to witness. 

When the call is begun by a single bird from among the 
reeds (i.e., when the birds of a pair are very likely not within 
view of each other) there is often not a true duet, but after 
the lapse of a few seconds another bird, which we cannot be 
positive is the mate of the first, takes up the call, and prolongs 
it for some time after the other has stopped. 

MISCELLANEOUS NOTES. 

SWIMMING HABITS.—The pond where I was watching is a 
good-sized sheet of water, over half a mile across, with small 
reed-beds along one shore only. In spite of this the Dab-
chicks were to be seen on every part of the water, almost 
invariably in pairs. They have a curious habit of making 
interminable journeys across the pond, for no apparent reason, 
the two birds swimming close together at a sharp pace. 
During these journeys the neck is held rather straight, not 
bent forward, as in the Great Crested Grebe. Now and again 
the head is dipped quickly till it touches the water as if to 
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drink and at once raised again. Whether the birds are really 
drinking, or whether it is a ritual act like the habit-preening 
of P. cristatus, I am not yet sure. The journeys may occasion
ally be broken by a duet. The Great Crested Grebe does not 
seem to have this journeying habit. 

INFLUENCE OF WEATHER.—The Dabchick appears to feel 
change of weather even more than the Great Crested Grebe. 
On a cold, overcast day, one would be lucky to hear a couple 
of duets in a whole morning, although if the morning before 
had been warm and light the pond would have been ringing 
with them. 

SEX DIFFERENCES.—I was not able to distinguish 
differences in the quality of the sound emitted by male and 
female, although the existence of a difference is possible. 
Difference in size between the members of a pair is, however, 
always clear and more marked than in P. cristatus. There 
is also, I believe, a slight difference in brilliance of coloration. 

DUET CEREMONIES IN OTHER BIRDS.—Vocal sounds 
uttered simultaneously by both birds of a pair are of course 
found in many species of birds with mutual ceremonies, but 
they are usually subservient to ceremonies based on visual 
display. This is so in the Great Crested Grebe, where the 
bouts of head-shaking are almost always accompanied by a 
special note. The answering of call-note with call-note 
cannot be properly called a duet, nor can the conversational 
interchange recorded by Kearton to take place between male 
and female Snipe when both are brooding together. In 
certain Owls, however, true duets exist. I have myself 
heard them in the Barred Owl (Strix varia) in Texas and in a 
smaller species in the Rocky Mountains. In the latter species 
the duet is rudimentary. The birds sit on neighbouring trees 
in the twilight and answer each other with a special note, 
similar in the two sexes, for half an hour or more. It is an 
action, I would say, of purely sexual significance, although 
not worked up into any elaborate ceremony of high emotional 
tension. This quality of raised emotion and short specific 
ceremonial is distinct in the Dabchick, and also in the 
above mentioned Strix varia. This bird has a definite 
phrase in hoot, beginning low, increasing in rapidity and 
rising in pitch at the same time up to a climax, and then 
sinking with a swooping sound and something of a break in 
the voice to a last single note. Rhythm and pitch are both 
very definite. According to the Negroes, the bird says: 
" Who, who, who, who cooks for you-all ? " The phrase 
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may be given by a single bird, but it is much more often 
heard as a duet. The duet is remarkable in being accurately 
timed ; the notes of one bird alternate with those of the other, 
so as to produce the effect of an echo. Sometimes there is a 
difference in quality as well as in time, the phrase being given 
in a hooting tone by one bird and by the other as a peal of 
demoniac laughter. The effect of this is very weird. This 
duet may be said to be better organised than that of the 
Dabchick. 

So far not much attention has been paid to this subject, 
but I have no doubt that observation will bring to light 
many new examples of duets in birds. 
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