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SOME NOTES ON T H E HARLEQUIN-DUCK. 

BY 

CHARLES E. ALFOKD, F.Z.S. 

THOUGH the Harlequin-Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus) is 
only a straggler to Great Britain, I suspect that it is of much 
more frequent occurrence than is commonty supposed ; for 
i t is extremely shy, and judging by my own experience of 
the bird, it would, in nine cases out of ten, be well out to 
sea long before the intruder could approach sufficiently near 
to identify it. It seems not improbable, therefore, that 
the few stragglers that occasionally catch the eye of an 
observer represent but a small proportion of those that 
actually visit the coasts of Britain. 

Albeit the Harlequin is still but an accidental visitor to 
our shores, and though it can scarcely be considered an 
abundant species in any inhabited region of the world, I 
found it fairly plentiful on the North Pacific coast of Canada 
during the colder months of last winter, when it was my 
good fortune to have it under almost daily observation from 
the middle of December until its disappearance about the 
second week in February. 

Though the Harlequin was always the rarest of my aquatic 
visitors, the fact that it appeared regularly and in compara
tively large numbers as far south as Victoria, B.C., throughout 
a great part of last winter, whereas I only saw a single 
individual during the corresponding season of 1913-1914, 
seems to suggest either that it is becoming more abundant, 
or that the severe cold in the more northerly regions during 
December and January drove them farther south, and in 
greater numbers than usual; for only stress of weather 
will cause the Harlequin to venture far from home, even in 
the winter. The latter, therefore, seems the more likely 
explanation, and is borne out, moreover, by the dates of its 
appearance in the south. At Atlin, just south of the Yukon 
boundary line, the temperature in December was five degrees, 
and in January six degrees, below the average—the period 
during which I found the Harlequin most numerous—whilst 
that of February was fourteen degrees above the average, 
and it is, at any rate, significant that after the seventeenth 
of that month I never saw a single individual. 

Their first appearance last winter was on the morning of 
November 18th, when one male and two females appeared 
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in the bay and remained for several hours preening their 
feathers by the water's edge. It was not until December 
i6th, however, that the Harlequins began to visit us 
regularly ; but from that date onwards they were fairly 
constant visitors, generally appearing in flocks of from 
three to eleven individuals, the largest party I have ever 
seen together numbering six males and five females. The 
males nearly always outnumbered the females, three to two 
being the average ratio during the period covered by my 
observations. 

Of the many peculiarities that distinguish the Harlequin 
from other members of its family, its obvious distaste for 
the companionship of other species could not fail to attract 
the notice of the observer. The majority of ducks, though 
they keep together when travelling, invariably break up 
their ranks as soon as they alight on the water, individuals 
of many different species mingling indiscriminately as they 
swim or drift lazily on the surface. Not so the Harlequins ; 
they keep to themselves, and, as though afraid of losing 
touch with one another, adopt a definite formation as they 
swim through the water. 

Let us suppose the party to number four males and two 
females. The males will lead the way, each individual 
swimming close behind and slightly to one side of his leader, 
with the females in the rear in similar order, the whole party 
assuming a step-like or, in military parlance, echelon forma
tion. The next moment, by a sudden turning movement, 
the group will form into line and swim along side by side, 
and so bunched together that the flank of each individual 
touches that of his neighbour. The females always seem 
to keep together. When both sexes are represented in the 
party, one rarely sees a female swimming between two 
males, " mixed bathing " evidently being taboo amongst the 
Harlequins. 

This, of course, merely refers to my observations during 
the winter ; it would naturally be otherwise in the breeding-
season. Nor must it be assumed that the actions described 
in the foregoing lines are entirely constant. The habits of 
all birds are subject to a certain amount of variation, and 
there is no reason to suppose that those of the Harlequin 
are any exception. I think, however, that most people 
familiar with this duck will agree that the behaviour I have 
attempted to portray is very characteristic of the species. 

When seen at a short distance, with the sun playing on 
his gorgeous livery, the male Harlequin can hardly be mistaken 
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for any other member of the Anaiidce, the Summer Duck— 
which he most closely resembles in appearance—being an 
inland species of quite different habits. But when for any 
reason the colouring is obscured, the comparative shortness 
of the bill, which even at a distance is very noticeable, should 
always tend to arouse one's suspicions. There are, however, 
several other characteristics that help to establish its identity 
—the curious formation in which it swims, to which I have 
already referred; its general cobby appearance; its un
usually active movements; and, above all, its extreme 
buoyancy. So marked, indeed, is this last peculiarity, that 
it would at once attract the attention of even the most 
casual observer. When diving, too, it seems to plunge more 
violently than other ducks, as though in need of extra force 
to counteract its buoyancy. 

Extremely shy and vigilant, it takes alarm at the slightest 
sign of danger, and appears to rely on its strength of wing 
rather than on its power of diving in order to escape from 
its enemies. The only call-note that I have heard is a low 
piping whistle, more closely resembling the note of the Sand
piper than any other sound with which I am acquainted. It 
is uttered constantly when swimming on the surface, and 
frequently when it rises from the water. 

The diet of the Harlequin consists of shell-fish and aquatic 
insects. It takes its food by day, the spot selected for this 
purpose being usually the end of some rocky headland in a 
situation not too exposed to the elements. It feeds right 
under the shore against the rocks, a habit from which it 
never seems to depart. Other species, though they may 
be partial to shallow waters, may often be seen diving in 
the more open parts of the bay, where the water is not too 
deep ; but only on very rare occasions have I observed the 
Harlequin feeding at a greater distance than a dozen feet 
or so away from the shore. 

The same rigid discipline that seems to govern all its 
actions is in no way relaxed even when it feeds. Swimming 
deliberately to the selected ground, it commences its diving 
operations as though by word of command, all the members 
of the party diving together and rising again to the surface 
in perfect unison, a habit common to many species of duck, 
but much more strongly developed in the Harlequin. 

It is said to be essentially marine in its habits during the 
winter months, and my own observations certainly bear 
this out, for though there are several large lakes in close 
proximity to the coast in this part of the world that literally 
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teem with duck of various species, I have never yet met with 
a single Harlequin away from the sea. 

The breeding range of the Harlequin-Duck extends from 
the Polar regions to as far south as Iceland, Newfoundland, 
and Kamtschatka. On the North Pacific coast it has been 
found nesting as far south as Vancouver Island ; and though 
I have not yet had the opportunity of studying its breeding 
habits for myself, I hope to do so at no distant date, for I 
have seen enough of Histrionicus in the winter months to 
convince me that a great deal yet remains to be learnt about 
the ways of this fascinating duck. 


