
Above: Although there are large numbers of female Uganda Kob (lack 
horns) as well as Jackson Hartebeest present, the territories show up 
well and there is a feeling of activity and life on the territorial breeding 
ground. The kob pay no attention to the hartebeest-territoriality in the 
kob being strictly intraspecific. 
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Far left: Naturally marked territorial male Uganda Kob, Adenota kob 
thomasi, prancing. Abdomen is normally pure white; black spots and 
blotches occasionally appear and are a great aid to the researcher. 

Left: Male and female kob on territory. Concrete blocks with numbers 
were used to identify the territory and facilitate observations. 

All photos by author. 

THANKS TO Robert Ardrey's colorful description in his 
"Territorial Imperative," the territorial behavior of the 
Uganda Kob, Adenota kob thomasi (Sclater 1896), on 
traditional breeding grounds (TGs), or leks, is now fair- 
ly well known. It was my wife, Jimmie, who suggested 
to me, while on a field trip in Murchison Falls National 
Park in March 1957, the seemingly absurd idea that 
we were observing territorial behavior among some 
male Uganda Kob. Territorial behavior on conven- 
tional leks had been well known among birds, such as 
the prairie chicken, sage grouse, black game, and ruff, 
probably for centuries, but no one had previously re- 
ported this type of behavior among terrestrial mam- 
mals. Among mammals, the closest approach to avian 
lek behavior was in fur seals, sea lions, and elephant 
seals. Recent research has now shown territorially to 
be widespread among other African antelopes, includ- 
ing the Puku, Thomson Gazelle, Grant Gazelle, water- 
buck, and impala. Probably most antelopes have some 
form of territorial behavior. The Uganda Kob is unique, 
however, in exhibiting the highest expression of ritual- 
ized territoriality on permanently located leks. In this 
respect it also provides a clear example of convergent 
behavioral evolution between birds and mammals. 

The lek consists of a cluster of 30 to 40 circular terri- 
tories (10 to 15 meters in diameter) in an area about 
200 meters in diameter. In the Toro Game Reserve and 
vicinity, located in the Semliki Plains of western 
Uganda, about 13 such leks serve as centers of orienta- 
tion for social units of 1,000 to 1,500 kob. The total 
population consists of about 18,000 kob in 400 square 
kilometers of habitat. Between the leks are widely 
spaced single territories (STs) that appear to be impor- 
tant in the social organization of the population, but 
not in breeding. Attachment of both males and females 
to a "home" TG was confirmed by nearly 9,000 observa- 
tions on 301 tagged and 83 naturally marked individ- 
uals. About half the males were found within 500 

meters of their TG 90 to 100% of the time, and a com- 
parable probability occurred also for females when the 
distance was extended to 1,000 meters. Only one male 
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First technique in fighting often is to test horns in upright posi- 
tion, one against the other. Process is repeated after heavy en- 
gagement with locked horns. 

Photos from 16mm film by author 
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Males in act of lowering heads to the ground. 

was ever known to hold territories on more than one 
TG, and no female was ever observed to visit more than 
one lek for breeding. 

On the "home" lek the territorial male is closely 
attached to a given territory. When he loses a fight, the 
male joins the bachelor herd in the vicinity of the TG, 
and after recuperating for 2 to 3 months he reclaims 
the territory that he had occupied previously by defeat- 
ing the occupant in an intensive fight. On the terri- 
tories where most of the breeding occurs the male stays 
for only 1 to 5 days. The drain of energy through fight- 
ing and breeding activity, coupled with insufficient 
food, finally culminates in loss of the territory to an- 
other male. The system is not quite as simple as de- 
scribed. Over a period of time, for example, a male may 
move up from a less-active territory to a territory 
where more of the breeding takes place, thus becoming 
a more important factor in the flow of genetic material. 
Nevertheless, there is a strong tendency to reoccupy 
the same territory held during a previous stay on the TG. 

This strong attachment to a given lek, and a par- 
ticular territory thereon, provides one of two essential 
components of territorially. The other is the defense 
of the territory against other males. The defense 
against established neighboring males is through ritu- 
alized displays, rarely with fighting. The males ap- 
proach the boundary with lowered ears and heads 
turned sidewise. They lower their heads abruptly with- 
out contacting the horns, or there may be one or two 
brief clashes with the horns, but serious fighting does 
not occur. The heavy fighting takes place when a chal- 
lenging male runs in from outside the lek to reclaim a 
territory held previously. The fighting is by ritualized 
techniques. Often the horns are first held upright and 
tested one against the other, usually with extremely 
rapid movements, and then the horns are jammed to- 
gether and interlocked with a simultaneous lowering 
of the heads until the noses are parallel to the ground 
or touching the ground. During the rainy season the 
faces of territorial males are often black with mud. The 
males push, twist their horns, exchange positions 180 
degrees, move into shoulder to shoulder positions with 
locked horns, release their horns and jam them to- 
gether again repeatedly—all in an effort to determine 
superiority and not with the objective of killing, or 
even harming, the opponent. Injuries do occur when 
horns slip, or when a third party breaks up a fight. 

Further evidence of the highly developed territori- 
ally in the kob is shown by the male's behavior when 
an estrous female leaves his territory. If the female 
leaves territory A to enter neighboring territory B, the 
male first tries to keep her in the territory by circling 
in front of her. Failing to restrain her, he then stops at 
his boundary and allows the male on territory B to 
take over the female, indicating that the respect for the 
territory overrides the sexual drive. The males are 
rooted to their territories, while the females are free to 
wander from territory to territory with impunity. 

The ceremonial mating behavior of the kob is par- 
ticularly interesting in that postcoital displays are 
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even more elaborate than precoital displays. The latter 
involves prancing by the male to attract the female as 
she approaches the territory, followed by sniffing the 
female's vulva, which in turn elicits squatting and 
urinating. The male catches some of the urine as it 
falls, and then raises his head with lips curled back, 
apparently to test the "readiness" of the female by 
sampling odors associated with estrus. The male uses 
a stiff foreleg to touch or strike the female on the out- 
side of her hind legs, between the hind legs, or on the 
abdomen. Tight body circling is interspersed with the 
leg action and with frequent spurts of mounting. Se- 
quences of several unsuccessful mountings may add up 
to 50, or more, prior to completion of copulation, which 
is only a single thrust with a vigorous jump. The post- 
coital displays begin with the male standing quietly 
for a moment. Then he whistles, following which he 
licks his penis, first from one side and then the other. 
Intensive nuzzling of the female's inguinal region fol- 
lows from between the hind legs or from the side. One 
cannot see clearly what is going on—the male seems to 
be nuzzling and licking the udder, sniffing the inguinal 
glands on either side of the udder, and pushing his 
nose against the female (sometimes lifting her off the 
ground). Circling and ordinary leg action may follow, 
the culmination of which is a special pincers-type of 
leg action seen at no other time. The male places his 
stiff foreleg underneath the female between the hind 
legs or from the side, and then places his outstretched 
chin over the back of the female in a sort of embrace. 
Soon the female lies down, signifying the termination 
of a successful mating ceremony. 

The full significance of lek behavior in the Uganda 
Kob is not yet clear. It seems certain, at least, that 
through territorial behavior the fittest males are se- 
lected to procreate, thereby maintaining a high quality 
of genetic variability in relatively small populations 
that are often geographically isolated, as in the Sem- 
liki Plains. Another possibility is that the population 
is spaced out by the distribution of leks, thus providing 
for efficient use of the forage supply and helping to pre- 
vent overutilization of the vegetation. Still another 
function may be to maintain a high rate of reproduc- 
tion (which was found in the Semliki population) by 
providing a specific place for breeding to which the 
female kob are attracted by knowing its location, the 
appearance of the short grass and males standing on 
territories, the fighting activity between males, the 
sexual activity, the odors that remind one of a barn- 
yard, and occasional choruses of whistling among the 
territorial males. Also, the highly ritualized ceremo- 
nial mating behavior provides sequences of displays 
and stimuli that promote sexual synchrony and suc- 
cessful breeding. An intriguing possibility is that ter- 
ritorially on permanently located leks functions in the 
natural regulation of numbers, but so far this hypo- 
thesis has not been substantiated. 

The Uganda Kob is the symbol of the Uganda Na- 
tional Parks in recognition of the priceless national 
heritage constituted by this beautiful animal. 

Horns locked, faces and horns on ground. In this position the 
males push, twist, turn 180 degrees with locked horns, move 
into shoulder to shoulder position, and in many other ways en- 
deavor to determine superiority without bodily injury. 
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Males moving in fast to engage in an intensive fight without 
preliminaries of testing horns in upright position. Fighting for a 
territory involves a vigorous expression of aggression. 
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