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THE FIGHTING METHODS OF THE GREAT 
CRESTED GREBE. 

BY 

DONALD GUNN. 

T H E combative side of any bird's nature must of necessity 
be most in evidence during the breeding season ; but at 
other times of the year many birds are gregarious, and their 
behaviour then towards their fellows and towards other 
birds seems to vary greatly in accordance with race. One 
bird, such as the Starling, seems to find in the mere presence 
of its companions an incentive to bickering; another, like 
the hooligan Sparrow, extends the right to live to his own 
kind alone, the right to live at peace to none. Other birds 
again, of sociable habits, appear to live at harmony with all 
the world ; this trait is perhaps more general (as it certainly 
is more obvious when present) among the waterfowl whose 
existence, being in the main two-dimensional, entails the 
constant criss-cross of a pavement life. 

A Mallard, for instance, is the embodiment of tolerance 
and good nature and, though on occasion he can be a dour 
fighter with one of his own species, hardly ever objects to 
the presence of other birds, even during the nesting season. 

The Grebe on the other hand though almost as amiable, 
or indifferent, as the Mallard during the winter, seems more 
inclined when once he has established his rights over a given 
area of water in the spring to resent the intrusion of another 
Grebe, and often that of any swimming bird towards whom 
he can have no hostile feelings as either a sex rival or a food 
competitor. 

Without seeming to detract further from his character, 
I will pass on to the subject of his fighting methods. 

That the contests between males for possession of the 
females make for a survival of the most vigorous and so 
ultimately for the improvement of the race, may be accepted. 
This, as I understand it, forms an integral part of the Dar
winian theory of an evolution having an upward trend. 
Consequently, the annual death-roll due to sex-rivalry must 
be very considerable, and one sometimes wonders if Dame 
Nature, faced by the obvious danger of a serious depletion 
of the stock of breeding males if death were the invariable 
price paid for defeat, has or has not made any attempts to 
avert such a check to her general scheme of increase. And, 
if so, whether she has tested more than one plan, for it 
almost seems that, apart from structural modifications 
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and the results they may bring about, there are certain 
cases in which a well-armed animal, when matched against 
one of its own kind, appears to decline to employ its weapons 
in the only effective way ; preferring to divert them to some 
other and more innocuous use that might almost be called 
misuse. And in such cases one can only ask by what process 
the immediate aim of conflict (to dispose effectually of the 
adversary by death or injury) has been lost sight of and, 
seemingly, supplanted by some other form of contest that is 
largely composed of ceremonial—just as the knights of the 
middle ages were content to modify their wartime methods 
into those of the tilt-yard when competing with their fellow 
Christians. 

These are questions for the evolutionists ; let me return 
to the fighting methods of the Crested Grebe (Podiceps c. 
cristatus). 

If one were given the British List and told to name those 
birds possessed of beaks best fitted for stabbing an adversary, 
I suppose everyone's selection would include Heron, the Divers, 
Gannet and perhaps Woodpecker. 

Somewhere close behind these would come the Grebe ; 
for though more lightly armed none of our birds has a beak 
that would seem better adapted for use as a poignard. A 
determined blow with the weight of the head behind it would, 
one would think, transfix an adversary ; and every fight 
would be terminated with the first successful delivery of such 
a blow. 

Yet blows such as this form no part of what I may call 
a " stand up " fight between two Grebes ; and by that I mean 
a duel, a clash between two personalities equally imbued 
with the will to win. As this definition excludes mere one
sided attacks upon an opponent who confesses his inferiority, 
I may clear these latter out of the way by describing them 
first. 

When a male Grebe on guard over his home sees his 
territory invaded and determines to sweep it clear, he moves 
towards the intruder in a threatening manner and uttering 
warning cries. With his head lowered till his beak is nearly 
parallel with the water and his ruff is trailing in it, he advances 
steadily with short barks. Should this hint fail to obtain a 
respectful reaction, he dives, often at a very shallow depth 
so that the wave he makes can be seen and his course judged— 
this is in itself a menace as it advertizes his intention of 
striking his victim from below. Seeing that a swimming 
bird has his " underbeneaths" fully exposed, no parry, 
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no riposte, is possible to him when attacked thus, and his 
answer must be either a dive or wing-flight. Once on the 
wing he is likely to travel far before alighting again, but should 
he be satisfied with a short flight the threat is repeated da 
capo. As a fact, his retreat usually takes the form of a 
hydroplaning scutter, half flight and half run, along the 
surface of the water. 

The same method is also employed against birds of other 
races who, obviously, are less likely to grasp the meaning 
of its warning stages. I have seen an unfortunate Mallard 
drake attacked while doing sentry-go over his sitting mate, 
whose nest happened to be rather too near the Grebe's. He 
disregarded the Grebe's preliminaries and, on being struck 
below the waterline, rose with such a piteous clamour that 
the duck's nerves gave way and she too flew off her eggs, 
quacking her loudest. I have seen Coots routed in the 
same way ; and Miss Frances Pitt, in her Waterside Creatures, 
page 121, gives a moving account of an attack upon a family 
of ducks. But a form of attack to which there is no parry—• 
however gratifying it may be to the attacker—is not a fight, 
it is an assault, and bears no relation to the actions of two 
Grebe who are determined to " have it out." 

A description of a fight I saw recently will serve for others 
I have seen and which have been quite similar in all their 
essentials. 

Two pairs of Crested Grebe were involved—we may 
distinguish them as "A" and "B". 

We will accept the "A" pair, who were in possession, as the 
builders and rightful owners. After cruising about they pre
sently swam towards the nest in single file : one bird (which 
we will assume to be the female) flopped up on to the nest 
and extended herself along it. The other bird had swum 
about her irresolutely for some moments, when "B"pair, who 
had been lurking in the shadows round the corner of the 
island, suddenly appeared together and approached in a 
rapid, resolute way, as though they had discussed the chances 
of a raid and had decided on trying to seize the nest. The 
prone bird then jumped off the nest into the water and the 
two males gave battle, leaping at each other almost vertically, 
breast to breast, just as though they had been two gamecocks 
trying to use their spurs ; this was repeated many times 
with great splashing and loud cries, each bird keeping its 
bill open. Then, suddenly, as though by mutual consent, 
they interlocked their bills at about right angles, one having 
hold of the upper mandible of his opponent and one the lower. 
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From that moment the contest resolved itself into a wrest
ling match, each bird attempting to submerge and, presum
ably, to drown his fellow. The fiercer fighter (" A," I believe) 
bored into the other with his side as though attempting to 
override him and at the same time flogged the water with 
his unencumbered wing, in that way turning himself and his 
opponent round and round and preventing the latter from 
improving his position, which became decidedly perilous 
as he was beaten under and his neck became more bent and 
more twisted. 

Ultimately " B " slipped his hold, dived, and made his escape. 
"A" then went off to tell his wife all about the affray ; "B"no 
doubt doing the same thing, though from a somewhat different 
point of view. (Miss E. L. Turner in her Broadland Birds 
has described just such a fight between two Crested Grebe 
and draws attention to their attempts to drown each other.) 

And now, as I have alluded to the Woodpecker as a bird 
even better fitted than the Grebe for dagger-work of a serious 
kind, I will point out that E. Selous in his Birdlife Glimpses, 
page 225, gives an account of a fight between two Green 
Woodpeckers who fought in a way that was very similar, 
except that, necessarily, the attempt to drown formed no 
part of it. 

He says. " After the first light fencing, the birds seemed to 
lock bills gently, as though by mutual intention to do so 

Then, the instant they had interlocked them, 
they set to pulling, with a sudden violence, as though the 
real serious business had now commenced . . . . each 
bird was, several times, half pulled and half thrown over 
the other's back." 

The resemblance between the methods of these two con
flicts is close enough to be interesting. In each case the birds 
are armed with a weapon that would inflict a terrible pene
trating wound, and in each case it is not used for that purpose 
and there appears to be a determination to let the contest 
lapse into a mere wrestling match. 

The Gannet too—whom I have included among the birds 
armed with long, straight and powerful bills—shows this 
same impulse towards settling its disputes by means of pro
longed wrestling matches. 

Kirkman, British Bird Book (Vol. IV., page 372), says . 
" When at close quarters the Gannet makes vicious passes 
at its opponent with its beak, not to peck or strike but to 
grasp . . . . The beaks once interlocked, there follows 
a tug-of-war. Both birds may lie flat upon the rock with 
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their wings outspread and pressed down so as to get a good 
purchase . . . . The contest may be protracted and 
sometimes ends by both birds falling off the ledge into the 
sea, where they continue in a semi-submerged state to 
struggle." 

Gurney, The Gannet, page 234, also mentions this habit 
of clenching beaks and fighting in the water as habitual 
among Gannets. 

Thus, of the five British birds selected as particularly 
well equipped for lethal combat by stabbing, we have seen 
that three—Grebe, Woodpecker and Gannet—all elect to 
settle their differences by grappling one another's beaks and 
then letting the struggle degenerate into a mere trial of 
strength. 

This is not to deny that each or any of these birds ever 
engage in more damaging combats. In The Field of 18th 
of April, 1903, is an account by Mr. H. Bryden of a fight 
between two Green Woodpeckers which he witnessed and 
which contained tragedy enough, one bird being so severely 
lacerated that it died in a few minutes. No doubt Grebe, 
too, sometimes fight a I'outrance ; but such cases, however 
common or however rare, call for no explanation ; they are 
just what one would expect, being in accord with what is 
seen in the rest of the animal world. 

What then are we to say of the formal encounters such as 
I have described ? Are we to believe that they are indeed 
examples of an attempt on Nature's part to modify the 
death-roll attached to sex competition ? If so, in these 
cases, the final aim of the contest has been preserved but 
its more usual methods of execution have been supplanted 
by others that appear to be less wholehearted and more 
in the nature of ceremonial. 

Such a perversion, however strongly it may make for the 
preservation of the race, cannot have been evolved by the 
individual towards that end. 

How then, if Evolution will not afford an explanation, 
can this transformation have arisen ? Was it ordained ? 
If so, by whom ? Or is it, like the mode of the knights when 
competing for the ladies' favours, a conscious expression of 
common sense on the part of these birds ? 

These are the questions to which I seek answers. 


