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THE COURTSHIP OF T H E TEAL. 
BY 

H E N R Y BOASE. 

THE display of the Teal (Anas c. crecca) has an appealing 
daintiness about it ; there is more grace and less of the 
bizarre in the performance than in the case of the other 
species the writer has watched. There appears also to be 
more dependence on the colour effect in the plumage, particu
larly the display of the contrasting areas of black and 
gamboge-yellow of the tail. 

As in other cases there is a tendency for the more formal 
display to become almost a game or tournament, for a number 
of males take part in a water dance where the interest appears 
to lie more in one another than in attracting by direct appeal 
one or other of the watching females. When several females 
are present, generally one becomes the centre of interest 
while the others receive no attention. The males swim 
round her in procession (the female meanwhile preening with 
an air of complete detachment), turning now this way, now 
that, spinning round and so reversing the direction of motion, 
now one, now another, making the formal display, not neces
sarily to the female—indeed, more often to a rival male. 
Or the female herself may take the lead when the males 
follow her, not in line but on either side, endeavouring as it 
were to keep well in view and take the opportunity to make 
formal display when the female turns aside towards one or 
other of the pursuing males. Sooner or later the procession 
breaks up in confusion and males display to one another or 
ardent rivals spar. 

The formal display opens in the manner of the Mallard, the 
bill being dipped as the bird rises on the water exposing 
the breast. The tip of the bill is drawn up the centre of the 
breast with arched neck, the bird settling once more on the 
water, and the act finishes with a momentary pause with 
the bill somewhat raised and the neck more or less extended. 
This particular form was seen early in the spring, in March, 
when a group of Teal were playing on a small patch of open 
water among the ice on a hill loch. Later on, in mid-April, 
the display was somewhat different in detail. Most noticeable 
also was the greater *' spring " of the performance. So rapid 
was it that although seen twenty times in ten minutes or so, 
it proved almost impossible to determine with certainty 
the details of the closing movement, where it appeared, 
instead of the neck being extended, it was retracted, the 
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head swinging back as the neck shortened and ending with 
the bill inclined upwards, while the final motion became an 
upthrust of the hind portion of the body, recalling vaguely 
the similar action of Goldeneye. In some cases, the neck 
was stretched out with the head in line almost immediately 
after the finish described, but this was not clearly part of the 
ritual, though suggesting perhaps a connecting link to the 
first form described. 

There was still another and quite distinct form of display 
given, and this was much more prominent on the occasion of 
watching in March. It followed almost in every case imme
diately after the display already described and consisted of 
what might be termed a sudden spasm, when the bird is 
transformed in an instant from a normal swimming attitude 
to a posture with stiff upright neck, bill held level or rather 
depressed, the head feathers erected, giving the head an 
apparent increase in size, tail erected and appearing pointed, 
all just for one tense moment, and then return to normal. 

There is also a quieter side to the Teal's courtship, perhaps 
it may be, in fact, the time of actual selection, and those 
formal games in open water may be merely jousting with 
rivals attracted to a mated female. This indeed was seen 
at the April watching and the male took every opportunity 
of attacking the intruders by threats and rushes. 

In the quiet days of early spring, in the shelter of the short 
sedges just showing green or among the grass tufts on the 
flooded bog, little groups of Teal coquette in peace. A female 
preens in an unconcerned way, and a gay male swims by, 
pauses, glances back, and gives a gentle shake to his tail. 
He turns about and paddles by again, pretending that the 
female at hand is of no interest, stretches himself deliberately 
and turns his head from side to side so that the sun gleams 
on his burnished crown, settles again with an air of pleased 
conceit, and glances back with a view of measuring the 
impression. Perhaps it is favourable and he turns about to 
give that ceremonial bow which opens the first display, 
acted slowly, however—no haste and almost always that 
self-satisfied wriggle of the tail as he settles again. Some
times the tail is jerked up, just flicked, and then he takes 
another turn to and fro, watching the female first with the 
one eye and then with the other, preferring, it would seem, 
a position with his tail towards her, possibly because he 
realises in quite a vague way that the patches of black and 
gamboge-yellow form a striking portion of his delicately 
pencilled plumage. 
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The female may go on preening, having no interest in the 
passers-by : she may dart at the male as though to drive 
him away or she may elect to go with him. Perhaps it was 
all show after all and no romance in that back glance of the 
male, just stretching his neck in the hope of seeing something 
edible, yet it seems so natural and amusing to watch ! Pro
bably in most cases the first male is joined by others and the 
game becomes more elaborate, ending perhaps by the party 
going out into open water where the formal display or dance 
is held. 

In connection with the courtship, a bobbing motion of the 
head and neck is sometimes used. It seems as it were a mode 
of address of the male to the female, and is used by the mated 
bird when he is pottering around feeding with his mate apart 
from the parties which may be displaying or resting. This 
action was also seen when a rival had exerted himself to rob 
a male of his mate and was attacked by the injured party. 
The female decided to test matters and departed, followed 
instantly by the contestants, and after a turn up and down 
the loch, returned to the same patch of open water and was 
there rejoined by one of the males (which, of course, could 
not be determined) who bobbed vigorously as he approached 
her. 

Teal at times show great excitement, plunging and splashing, 
darting hither and thither, diving completely at times, 
without any definite reason for this behaviour so far as 
observation can determine. This habit has seemed more 
common from July onwards and does not appear to be 
connected with the display. A similar behaviour has been 
seen in the case of Mallard and Shoveler but, as in the case of 
Teal, the cause remains uncertain. 


