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SOME FURTHER NOTES ON THE COURTSHIP 
BEHAVIOUR OF THE GREAT CRESTED GREBE.* 

BY 

J. S. HUXLEY, M.A. 

HAVING previously watched in some detail the Great Crested 
Grebe's (Podiceps c. cristatus) post-mating courtship (Huxley, 
'14) f, I was anxious to discover more about the earliest stages 
of its annual history, about which, as I had previously ascer
tained, hardly anything was to be found in the literature. 

A number of pairs of Grebes nest on the lake at Blenheim, 
about eight miles from Oxford, and it was there that the 
following observations were made. I wish here to acknow
ledge my indebtedness to various members of the Oxford 
Ornithological Society who took up my suggestion of watching, 
and notably Messrs. Banks, de Beer and Tucker. 

SEASON 1922-1923. 
The Great Crested Grebe appears to differ in different 

localities in its winter behaviour. Blenheim is one of the 
places which it deserts altogether in winter. No Grebes 
were seen from the first visit paid on November 8th, 1922, 
to the end of January, 1923. At the end of the first week of 
February two birds were noted, then three a day or so later, 
two again on February 17th, four on February 23rd. (It is, 
of course, possible on a large sheet of water, really making 
two considerable lakes joined by a strait, to miss one or two 
birds; but experience showed that with a little trouble the 
error is always small.) 

By February 28th there were eight birds. By March 3rd 
there were fourteen or fifteen birds, and finally on April 1st 
there were twenty-four or twenty-five birds. Thus migration 
is spread over a long period. 

Up to and including February 17th, no sexual activity of 
any sort was noted. No courtship proper (mutual head-
shaking ceremony) occurred before February 28th ; but on 
February 17th the two birds, when within sight of each other, 
frequently went into the typical attitude of hostility, which 
is also similar to that of search for a mate (neck right down 
and forward, ruff in curtain form brushing the water, and 
special cry), although at some distance from each other 
throughout. On February 28th two pairs indulged in the 

* Contributions from the Oxford Ornithological Society, No. i. 
f Huxley, J. S„ Proc. Zool, Soe,, 1914. 
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head-shaking courtship. The other four definitely appeared 
to be unpaired, three of them repeatedly going into the 
hostility attitude. 

On March 3rd again only two pairs indulged in courtship, 
one repeatedly at intervals for over one and a half hours. 
Besides this, there were obviously three, and possibly four, 
other pairs, leaving four to five, ortwo to three, unpaired birds. 
At least two of these unpaired birds were repeatedly going 
into the " hostile " attitude. When near a pair the attitude 
was exaggerated, and was answered by the male of the pair 
going into a similar attitude (cf. Huxley, '14). 

One of the pairs which had been head-shaking later added 
weed to an already half-built nest or pairing-platform. The 
early date of this is of interest. Details are appended below. 

On April 1st I did not have time to go carefully into the 
question of how many birds were paired. Most birds, how
ever, seemed to be so, and were to be seen close together on 
open water. In spite of its being a fine day, considerably less 
courtship was seen than on March 3rd. 

The solitary birds which were seen on and after February 
17th in the hostile attitude all appeared to be males, judging 
by the size of their crests. This, however, is not a certain 
criterion unless both birds of a pair can be seen together, so 
I will content myself by saying that most of them were 
probably males. 

It thus appears probable that only males were present on 
February 17th, and that the proportion of females to the 
whole number gradually increased as time went on. This 
would imply that the males which are unmated probably 
arrive on the breeding grounds before the unmated females. 
It gives no information as to the behaviour of pairs which 
were mated in previous seasons. 

The behaviour of the building pair on March 3rd was of 
considerable interest. Both were busily engaged in picking 
small pieces of weed from the surface and depositing them on 
the nest, which had now reached about an inch above the 
surface. After a time, the female laid her neck flat on the 
nest, her body being still in the water. Unfortunately, I 
could not make out what the male was doing, as he was 
hidden by branches. After this both birds dived several 
times, coming up with large bunches of weed which they laid 
on the nest. Then the hen got out on to the nest and assumed 
a remarkable attitude, the body slightly inclined forward, 
the neck, with a slight curve in it, sloped downward at an 
angle of about 30°. There was a curious rigid look about 
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the bird, which was accentuated by the fact of her remaining 
motionless in this position for several seconds. She then 
sank down on to the nest, into what would have been the 
normal female coition-attitude, except that the neck was 
raised a trifle from the horizontal. She remained thus for 
a good half-minute. The male approached the nest, but soon 
departed again. The female then raised herself into the same 
rigid standing position for some seconds, and a second time 
sank down from this into the coition-attitude. Again the 
male took no particular notice. The female then got off the 
nest and both went off on to open water. 

Several points in connection with this incident are of 
interest: (i) Probably the structure was a pairing-platform 
and not a true nest. In any case, eggs are not normally due 
to be laid by the Grebe until late April, so that either the 
pairing-platform is built some time before it is used, in which 
case its building could properly be looked upon as a mutual 
" courtship" ceremony, like the head-shaking which also 
starts as soon as the birds are on the breeding-grounds and 
in pairs, or else, unlike the Buntings and presumably most 
Passerine birds, the female Grebe desires and permits coition 
before ovulation is possible. 

(2) The rigid pose on the nest is similar to the pose noted 
by Selous on the nest later in the season as a preparatory to 
coition. 

Other points. Whenever a solitary bird in the search 
(hostility) pose passed near a mated pair, it was the male of 
the pair which went into the hostility attitude. This con
firms my belief that the solitary birds were males (see 
Huxley, '14). 

1923-1924. 
October 14th, 1923.—A short bout of head-shaking. This is 

very late in the season. 
October 25th, 1923.—Six Grebes present. November 4th, 

two. November 10th, one. 
November 24th.—Three Grebes, although much of lake 

frozen. December 1st, no Grebes. 
January 20th, 1924.—No Grebes. January 26th, one. 

February 7th, two Grebes; clearly not a pair. Once 
they followed each other. Search attitude and call at 
intervals. February 15th, three Grebes. 

February 17th.—Three Grebes, all far apart. One went about 
for some time in the search or hostility attitude. 

March 2nd.—Five Grebes. Two of these clearly a pair. Two 
short bouts of shaking, followed by diving for weed and 
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a short "penguin-dance" (Huxley, '14), which itself 
passed immediately into a short bout of shaking. This 
is the earliest record I have of this type of ceremony. 

March 6th.—Nine Grebes. One pair (A) had a short bout of 
shaking. Then visited a reed-bed ; the female entered, 
but the male stayed near the outside. A second pair (B). 
Four bouts of head-shaking seen, two very long. During 
the end of the last the male continued the typical shaking, 
while the female looked in one direction all the time. 
(This is the first record I have of one bird ceasing to 
shake while the other continues.) A third pair (c). A 
single male bird was seen croaking repeatedly (search 
call). A female separated from a group of three some 
distance away. The two approached each other, both 
with outstretched necks. Suddenly the female assumed 
a splendid " cat-attitude " (Huxley '14) with wings out
spread and ruff erected. The male dived ; rose upright 
from the water close in front of his mate ; held himself 
in this position for a few seconds, then settled down, and 
both birds indulged in a bout of shaking. During the 
bout the male put his head right back until the beak 
was pointing straight u p ; then shook, and then 
straightened his neck. This action was repeated through
out. The female performed thus during the latter part 
of the bout, normally during the early part. Later, the 
male approached the female of a fourth pair (D), but 
she swam off and was not pursued. He then turned and 
swam back in the search attitude towards his own mate. 
She took no notice. Later they had a second bout, 
partly of normal head-shaking, partly with beak thrown 
up as above described. The (p) pair remained close 
together, but never indulged in any courtship actions. 
The unpaired ninth bird was one with hardly visible 
ruff and crest—apparently still in winter plumage. It 
was not seen to go into the search attitude or manifest 
any other sexual activity. 

March nth.—A number of boats on the lake. Much calling 
and excitement by Grebes when a boat came into their 
territory. One was seen swimming along outstretched 
flat along the water, in an almost typical coition-attitude, 
with head occasionally turned from side to side. This 
I have never seen so early, or in a solitary bird. 

I should also like to put on record a ceremony I saw at 
Blenheim in the late spring of 1922, since it was different in detail 
from anything which I have previously noted in the species. 



VOL. xviii.] THE GREAT CHESTED GREBE. 133 

A pair were close together on the open water. The male 
went into the search or hostile attitude, and, in this pose, 
with ruff sweeping the water, swung back and forwards over 
a small arc of a circle. The female, meanwhile, assumed the 
typical head-shaking attitude with partially-erected ruff and 
vertically-stretched neck, and remained close behind her 
mate. After perhaps half a minute, the ceremony ended, 
but was repeated twice more at short intervals. Finally it 
was performed again, but with the roles of the sexes reversed, 
the female in the search attitude, the male in the shaking 
attitude. The male, however, now seemed much less 
interested, and played his part rather half-heartedly. 

I had previously noted (Huxley '14) the great individual 
variation in courtship-actions between pair and pair. The 
above is an extreme case of this variability, the search 
attitude never having been previously observed by me as 
forming part of any courtship ceremony. It is further of 
interest as providing another example of a ceremony, the 
" mutuality " of which is only apparent when it is found that 
either bird plays either of the two roles in the ceremony on 
different occasions. 

We may sum up the chief points of interest as follows :— 
(1) At Blenheim Crested Grebes are absent in winter. Most 

depart by the end of October, a few stay till the end of 
November. They return from the end of January or 
beginning of February until April. 

(2) Some birds are seen in pairs immediately after arrival, 
and presumably are previously mated birds. Others are 
solitary for some time after arrival. The solitary males 
probably arrive on the whole before the solitary females. 

(3) Courtship ceremonies of various types may start very 
soon after arrival. The earliest head-shaking was seen 
on February 28th. 

(4) The building of a nest or, more probably, a pairing-plat
form, was noted on March 3rd, over a month before egg-
laying normally starts. 

(5) Several new variations of the previously recorded court
ship ceremonies are recorded, as well as one new type of 
courtship ceremony. 

* * * * 
Mr. Edmund Selous has been kind enough to let me see 

the unpublished MS. of a long paper on the behaviour of the 
Great Crested Grebe at Tring reservoirs in early 1915. In 
all essentials, we agree. The first arrivals were about 
February 15th, and birds kept on arriving until the first week 
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in March or later. Many of the birds on first arrival were 
already paired. Courtship, including diving for weed, 
followed by the " Penguin dance," and also the " ceremony of 
discovery," occurred quite or almost from the start. The 
" search attitude " by single birds seems to have been less 
prominent than with my birds. There were numerous cases 
of odd birds being attacked from under water by one of a 
mated pair. No mating up ceremonies of any sort were 
noted. The first sign of nest or platform building was noted 
on March 6th ; another was also noted on March 7th. 

Thus these observations and my own put the early annual 
history of the Grebe into quite a new light. There is no 
courtship until after pairing-up. The previously mated birds 
arrive paired. The unmated birds try and secure mates, 
either by " butting in " to already mated pairs, or by attracting 
other unmated birds, apparently by the " search " call and 
attitude. 

I wish to express my best thanks to Mr. Selous for allowing 
me to refer here to his most interesting and painstaking 
observations. 
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