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THE ABSENCE OF "COURTSHIP" IN THE 
AVOCET. 

BY 

J. S. HUXLEY. 

WHILE on a visit to the island of Texel in March and April, 
1924, I had, together with other members of our party, 
numerous opportunities of watching the Avocet (Recurvi-
rostra avosetta) throughout the early part of its reproductive 
cycle. I was not unnaturally interested to see what form of 
courtship this exquisite bird might show; and my interest 
was the keener for the statement made by Jourdain (1912), 
in Kirkman's British Bird Book, to the effect that " very little 
has been recorded of their courting actions." 

I paid two visits to the island. One, with Dr. van Oordt 
of Utrecht, from March 28th to 31st; the other, with Dr. 
T. G. Longstaff, Messrs. J. D. Brown, F. A. Montague and 
A. N. T. Rankin, from April 12th to 20th ; some members 
of this party stayed on until April 28th. 

During the first visit numerous Avocets were to be seen, 
including about 100 at one of their chief nesting-grounds, 
Prins Hendrik Polder, as well as scattered birds near Oude-
sehild and Waalenburg; but none were as yet to be found 
on another neighbouring nesting-ground at Fetters (near 
Hoorn). Indications of some but not all of the birds being 
paired up were seen, together with a certain amount of 
quarrelling. By the time of our second visit the breeding-
place at Petters was occupied, and about fifty to sixty birds 
remained at Prins Hendrik Polder. Egg laying began about 
April 21st, and one or two full clutches were deposited before 
the last of the party left. Our observations therefore covered, 
for some birds, the whole gamut of the pre-incubatory " court
ship " period. One or more of us on almost every day 
devoted some considerable time to watching the birds. At 
Prins Hendrik Polder the colony were in a peculiarly favour
able position for observation from a neighbouring dyke. It 
may, therefore, be supposed that we have succeeded in filling 
the gap concerning courtship habits which till now existed in 
the record of the bird's life history. 

We have done so ; but the result is wholly unexpected. 
The Avocet has no courtship ! There are no songs or 
aerial displays; no posturing by the male; no mutual 
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ceremonies ; no special courtship-notes.* There is some 
hostility and fighting ; a peculiar action by the female which 
is a symbol of readiness to pair, followed by an excited action 
on the part of the male ; and a special post-pairing action 
by both birds ; but of courtship in any accepted sense none 
whatever. 

The hostility was visible in some birds at the end of March, 
but more generally noticeable later. It is, however, never 
pronounced. One bird runs or flutters at another, who runs 
or flies off. Occasionally both flutter up into the air, but I 
have never seen actual contact. The species is, indeed, a 
singularly peaceable one. The sexes are so extremely similar 
that it is impossible to pronounce on the sex of the quarrelsome 
birds with certainty f ; but from what I have seen, I should 
say that they are usually males, and that the usual cause of 

INVITATORY ATTITUDE ADOPTED BY THE FEMALE AVOCET. 

hostility is the approach of an unmated male to a mated 
pair. I should not be at all surprised, however, if similar 
quarrels between mated and unmated females also occurred. 

During the latter part of our second visit, however, another 
piece of sexual behaviour was frequent. The performers, 
as witnessed by us, were always standing in shallow water 
close to the nesting-places. One bird, which turned out 
invariably to be the female, put down her neck (in a, rather 
ugly pose) so that the head was flat on the water. This 
turned out to be a symbol of readiness for coition (see figure). 

* Naumann states that the note he gives as " tliuh " is peculiar 
to the breeding male ; my experience, however, is tha t it is given by 
both sexes, and has no special sexual significance. Jourdain, in 
Witherby's Handbook (1919), states that there is a special note of the 
male's, given only when on the ground. This escaped us. 

t The males average slightly larger than the females, but the 
largest females are considerably larger than the smallest males 
(Witherby's Handbook). There is a very slight sexual difference in 
colour during the winter, but none in the breeding-season. 
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The male almost invariably came up, and usually executed a 
curious little dance (the female remaining the while in the 
strange, rigid attitude just mentioned)—running round the 
hen's stern from one flank to the other, several times, making 
a good deal of splash in the process. He then con
summated the act of pairing ; and then there followed, on 
every occasion witnessed, a remarkable piece of post-nuptial 
ceremonial. In its usual form it was as follows. The cock 
jumped down to one side, of the hen (so far as observed, always 
to the left side) with half-spread wings; in so doing, one 
wing would come to lie over her back, and in this position 
both birds ran forward together for several yards through 
the shallow water. The effect was charming, and reminded 
me forcibly of the little run made by MacHeath and Polly in 
the " Beggar's Opera " at the refrain " over the hills and 
far away " in their duet. Usually the hen would stop before 
the cock, slip from under his wing, and leave him to run a 
few yards further. Occasionally the cock's wing would not 
embrace the hen, and the two would run separately side by 
side ; or occasionally the hen would not, or would hardly, 
run at all. The run is noted as " apparently part of the 
ritual of pairing " by Jourdain (loc. cit.) ; but he states 
that the female runs after the male, which is in my experience 
unusual. 

Coition was never seen except where prefaced by the special 
pose on the part of the hen, nor was any ceremonial or display-
action of the cock's seen except (i) on response to this, and 
(2) after coition itself. 

This is undoubtedly a very remarkable state of affairs. 
It was emphasized for us by the fact that we were chiefly 
engaged on Texel in the study of the courtships of other 
waders (Limicolm), and notably of the Black-tailed Godwit 
(Limosa limosa) and Oystercatcher (Hcematopus ostralegus) 
(see forthcoming papers now in press in the Ibis). Besides 
these, the Lapwing (Vanellus vanettus), Redshank (Tringa 
totanus), Ruff (Philomachus fingnax), Kentish Plover (Chara-
drius alexandrinus) and Ringed Plover (Ch. hiaticula) were 
all common. Every one of these species was showing a 
characteristic and elaborate form of courtship. With the 
exception of the Ruff, in all the species mentioned, the male 
not only goes through regular courtship posturings on the 
ground, but in addition has a special aerial display with song 
or special call (although this, in the Oystercatcher, is much 
reduced in importance). Courtship exists, indeed, on the 
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whole in a highly-developed form in the group ; and, what 
is more, the type of courtship is as much a specific character 
as that of the plumage or the skeleton. 

How are we to account for the absence of courtship in the 
Avocet ? I do not think it is possible to answer the question 
except in a speculative and rather vague manner, by reference 
to what for a better term we must call " temperament." 
The most various observers of birds in nature have been 
struck with the difference in temperament between different 
species. However, the term, and the type of thought of which 
it is the expression, have hardly found their way into the 
literature and ideas of general biology (as opposed to ornitho
logy)—with a few honourable exceptions, of which J. D. 
Watson, the " behaviourist," in his studies of the Sooty and 
Noddy Terns (1907), may be especially cited. He found that 
these two closely-related species, both nesting on the same 
islet, were extremely different as regards temperament, the 
one being for instance sluggish, placid, and on the whole 
peaceable, the other restless, noisy and quarrelsome. Nor 
could he relate this difference to any cause residing in different 
mode of life. Cf. also E. Howard ('o7-'i4) Vol. 2, p. 80. " Ex
travagant antics . . . are surely sufficient reason for 
assigning to the actor a different level in an emotional state 
from one whose movements attract but little attention . . ." 
etc. 

The Avocet possesses, as already indicated, a very placid 
" temperament." It is a colonial nester, and very little 
quarrelsome even as regards the limited nesting-areas within 
the colony. Its fights due to jealousy are, as above stated, 
never very serious or whole-hearted. It is, at this time of 
its life-history, not at all noisy and not shy. It is adapted 
rather narrowly to a very special method of obtaining food ; 
and in places where this mode of existence is possible, there 
appear to be more than enough available nesting-sites ; thus 
a violent " territorial instinct " on the part of the males is 
not required. 

It would thus seem that, with this temperament, the state 
of emotional tension accompanying the early breeding-season 
does not normally overflow into action, except as hostility to 
intruders of the same sex, and even then not very actively. 
The intrinsic sexual rhythms of the female thus come directly 
into play. The symbolization of readiness to pair by an atti
tude similar to that adopted in pairing is interesting and found 
in other birds—prominently, e.g., in the Crested Grebe (Hux
ley, 1914). This appears to be the only thing which rouses the 
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male to the higher levels of excitement, as shown by his 
strange running from side to side before the act. The post
nuptial run is very curious, but does not stand alone, a number 
of diverse species also showing some sort of ceremonial post 
coitum. 

This interpretation, if true, would clearly support the view 
that " courtship " displays arise immediately from the excited 
state of the unsatisfied male bird (or of both sexes in species 
with mutual displays), as urged, I believe rightly, by Howard, 
E. Selous and various other writers. It might be supposed 
that it was highly antagonistic to any view claiming a biolo
gical function for " courtship." This, however, need not be 
so. The physiological stimulus to present displays and the 
evolutionary origin of displays in general in the past may 
rightly be sought in the bird's excited state. But this gives 
no explanation of the details of elaborate courtships such as 
those, e.g. of Ruffed Grouse or Grebe, nor of the origin of 
features of structure and colour which are displayed solely 
in courtship. For the origin of these, a modified form of the 
sexual selection theory is necessary, and does not meet with 
any formidable difficulties. Thus the biologically accidental 
and the biologically significant are interwoven in courtship, 
and in some cases the one, in others the other may be pre
dominant. 

It is clear from what has been said, and from the further 
fact of its showing a negligible seasonal change, that the 
colour of the Avocet cannot be supposed to have any parti
cular epigamic significance. As the bird is colonial and does 
not appear to have many natural enemies, the colour may be 
presumed to be in general recognitional, or possibly without 
biological significance. With reference to the great similarity 
between cock and hen, it is worth noting that both share 
equally in incubation and care of the young. 

One final point deserves mention. The Avocet is noted by 
all observers as being very solicitous for its eggs and young. 
Both birds fly overhead calling when the nest is approached; 
and after the young are hatched, danger to these is met by 
the most elaborate " injury-feigning," again on the part of 
both sexes (Jourdain, loc. cit., Howard, op. cit., Vol. i, 
p. 32, etc.). Howard lays considerable stress upon the resem
blance between the attitudes adopted during " injury -
feigning " and those seen in sexual excitement. My experience 
with the Purple Sandpiper in Spitsbergen led me to doubt the 
validity of the generalization for that species ; and in the 
Avocet it is certainly not true, since these attitudes described 
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during the " injury-feigning " have no resemblance to those 
seen in relation to coition, and there are no ordinary courtship 
actions. Furthermore, on Howard's own showing, the resem
blance between the two types of actions is usually not marked 
within one species ; and almost all the examples he gives are 
between the " injury-feigning " of one species and the display 
of another, and vice versa. In the Lesser Whitethroat the 
two types of action are fairly similar, but still not identical. 

The same facts as those mentioned above for display appear 
to hold good also for " injury-feigning "—viz., that in origin 
it was a direct expression of great excitement, though in some 
species it appears to remain on this " accidental " level, but 
that in others it has come to have definite biological significance 
and been elaborated by natural selection to a new level of 
complexity, e.g., the Eider Duck usually nests on small 
islands on which there are no foxes. Nevertheless, when 
flushed from the nest, the duck almost invariably shuffles 
away on foot with wings drooped. It is a singularly poor 
" feigning of injury " and would hardly deceive a fox—though 
a mainland-nesting bird has been seen thus shuffling along 
with a fox in pursuit. However, when foxes reach the islands 
across the ice in winter and are present when the Eiders 
return to breed, the results are disastrous, the island being 
finally almost or quite abandoned by the birds. The chief 
existing enemies of the eggs are the Skuas and larger Gulls ; 
and these do not attack the adult duck, and so could not very 
well be lured away from the nest by the performance. On 
the other hand the Purple Sandpiper which nests on the 
mainland tundra has an " injury-feigning " performance 
which must be hard to beat for elaboration. The bird gives 
the impression of being seriously damaged ; it may continue 
to lure the intruder away for several hundred yards ; and if 
the intruder does not follow, the bird may come back to 
within a few yards or even feet and repeat the performance. 
Whereas in the first case the present significance (biologically) 
seems nil (although it is conceivable that at some earlier 
time, if the birds nested in other surroundings, it might have 
been of value), in the second there is no doubt in my mind of 
its real importance in luring enemies away from the eggs or 
young. 

To sum up, we may say (i) that " injury feigning " is never 
deliberate feigning, (2) that the actions in many cases, especi
ally the less elaborate ones, have very little resemblance to 
those of an injured bird. Faute de mieux, however, I continue 
to use the term for the present, but in inverted commas. 
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I would also hazard the opinion that some species of birds 
have more varied channels than others for the expression of 
emotion ; and that in a number of species, consequently, the 
channels for expressing sexual emotion, anger, and solicitude 
for the young are identical or similar ;* while in others they 
are quite dissimilar. 

It is in any event remarkable that in regard to " injury-
feigning " the Avocet is one of the most spectacular of birds, 
while its courtship is so negligible. It would be interesting to 
know whether this is correlated with a special exposure of the 
young to danger from natural enemies. 

In regard to food, Dr. G. J. van Oordt informs me that he 
believes a staple of the diet of the Avocet to consist of Coro-
phium longicorne, a crustacean which lives in holes in the mud, 
irom which protude its long antennae. If so, perhaps the 
peculiar form of the bill is largely to detect and seize these 
tell-tale members. 

Dr. T. G. Longstaff tells me that he has repeatedly seen 
them swing their bill in their characteristic scythe-fashion 
only just below the surface of water several inches deep, as 
well as deeper, just over the mud. This would capture quite 
different organisms. 

In conclusion, I would like to thank all the members of the 
party for their kindness in putting their experiences and 
notes at my disposal, and my various Dutch friends, and in 
particular Dr. van Oordt and Dr. van Tienhoven of the 
Dutch Society for the Preservation of Natural Monuments, 
for their kindness and the numerous facilities so readily 
accorded us. 

* For jealousy and sexual emotion, they appear to be identical 
in the Oystercatcher. See evidence in paper on that species now in 
press for the Ibis. 
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