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COURTING DISPLAY OF T H E GOLDENEYE ON 
SALT WATEK. 

BY 

H E N R Y BOASE. 

DURING recent years, Goldeneye (Bucephala c. clangula) 
have frequented an enclosure flooded at each tide in the 
Tay Estuary. The mussel bed just within the retaining 
dyke is the favourite feeding ground, and there the Goldeneye 
has made frequent display. The displays have varied 
somewhat in detail and some of the usual forms are as here 
described. 

On January 13th, 1917, six males were displaying to one 
female. The head feathers of the male were raised, making 
the head appear large ; the head was held rather higher 
than in the normal attitude, and, swimming near the female, 
the males displayed as follows. Starting with the normal 
attitude, that is, with neck retracted, the neck was suddenly 
extended upwards, the head remaining normal to the neck, 
a back-throw of the head and neck so that the nape touched 
the tail, the neck being arched over back, followed by an 
up-thrust of the tail, the bird resting momentarily on the 
base of the neck in the water, and a resumption of the normal 
posture. The action of throwing back the head appeared 
to be accompanied by a call or grunt. The performance 
was carried through with a swing and with great rapidity, 
and an individual might repeat the display several times 
in rapid succession. 

On February n t h , 1922, another form of this display 
was seen. Again, no female was near ; several were feeding 
some distance away and presumably in sight of the males, 
however. The display began as before with the upward 
extension of the neck and the swing back so that the nape 
touched the tail, but, held there an instant, and instead of 
the up-thrust of the rear of the body, the head and neck were 
jerked up in line vertically, and a call " quee-reek " uttered, 
then a relapse to normal. After several repetitions, the 
male flew over to a group of one male and five females and 
displayed before one of the females as given. He seemed 
to make an impression, for, swimming away from the group 
he was followed by the particular female, addressed, which 
in turn was followed by the other male. The intruding 
male then began a new display, bobbing the head in a curved 
path by rapid retractions of the neck and was imitated or 
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replied to by the female with a similar performance, while 
the second male displayed now and then in the above form. 
In the course of a minute or two, the ruling passion for food 
prevailed and feeding was resumed. 

In some cases the female appears to make a display some
what similar to that of the male. In one instance, the female 
made display by extending the neck with head in line at an 
angle of about 45 degrees, the head feathers being raised. 
The female also makes short runs at the male with head and 
neck in line extended horizontally—this is, of course, an 
action common to many ducks. The Goldeneye also uses 
what may be a form of preening pretence, where both male 
and female may rub the sides of the head on the plumage of 
the back, behaving excitedly—in one instance the male 
began and the female immediately copied. 

In another case of the female displaying, she appeared to 
imitate the male more fully than described above, though 
she did not throw back the head and neck over the back. 
On an occasion when a male was displaying to two females, 
these swam round him with chin on the water and neck 
almost submerged, the body being sunk low ; they appeared 
to be calling, but wind made the sound inaudible. 

On March n t h , 1923, one pair, probably already mated, 
were displaying. The male suddenly raised the head feathers 
and with head held high, swam towards his mate. When 
near her, the male threw the head and neck back, the nape 
touching the tail, immediately recovering and jerking the 
head in line with the extended neck held stiffly vertical, 
the final motion being accompanied by a call " urr." As 
usual, the whole display was very rapidly executed. The 
female, which had been watching the male with chin on the 
water, and neck retracted, replied by jerking head and neck 
in line upwards at a steep angle, holding the final extended 
position for an instant, and returning to normal. These 
displays were repeated several times. 

On several occasions, immature males have been seen 
making display. On April 27th, 1923, a group of four im
mature males—the head feathering was brown with the white 
spot at the base of the bill well developed—were carrying 
through the usual display of the male, though no female 
was in the neighbourhood. On April 16th, 1916, two indi
viduals—either immature males showing no trace of the 
adult dress, or females, details could not be made out— 
displayed together similarly to the display of the female 
described above. 
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Display has also been used as a welcome to newcomers. 
In one case, two individuals judged to be females (of course, 
they may have been young males showing no trace of adult 
dress) showed great excitement at the approach on the 
wing of a male. He showed no interest, but the two " females" 
called " quar-quar " and held the head and extended neck 
stiffly upwards at a steep angle, the head feathers raised, and 
one bobbed the head by repeated retractions of the neck, 
calling. The male made no response. 

These displays have been seen under widely different 
weather conditions. In the one instance only has the up-throw 
of the hind portion of the body been seen, an occasion when 
no female was in sight, though, owing to the haze, one or 
more may have been outside the range of vision. 

According to published records, it appears that adult 
males are relatively scarce in the south of Scotland and in 
England. In the Tay Estuary, however, males in perfect 
plumage at least equal the number of females and juveniles 
seen, and of the juveniles, most of these show traces of male 
plumage. 


