GOOSE BREEDING

Find out more at thecountrysmallholder.com

Auto-sexing pied geese:
mystery of how it works almost

solved

Chris and Mike Ashton explore the practicalities of breeding

{: J‘f!

A trio of auto-sexing Shetland geese: West of England and Normandy geese follow the same pattern for colour as Shetlands.

P

Females have a grey saddleback pattern, and males are almost white. You can tell the sex by the colour. Any white gander put to a
pied goose need not produce auto-sexing goslings. So what would happen if we crossed pure Shetland and pure white Czech geese

in reciprocal matings?

oose colours are rather limited
G compared to the varied pattern

and colour mutations in ducks and
chickens. Prior to the buff mutation in
the Brecon and blue in the Steinbacher,
there were only shades of grey plus white
in geese. This lack of distinctive variation
in goose plumage is one of the reasons
why auto-sexing colour in pied geese
has never been satisfactorily explained
in published conventional genetics. The
other reason is that there are very few
‘pure breed’ lines of geese. Perceived
plumage colour and pattern may not
determine what a goose will breed;
without a pedigree of sorts from a goose
breeder of some years of experience,
breed names can be worthless.

THE PROBLEM
European geese are derived from the
greylag goose, and goose colours have been
investigated by authors such as F N Jerome
and R D Hawes in the USA. They established
that ‘white’ in European geese is controlled
by the interaction of two genes (spot [sp]
and sex-linked dilution [Sd], also explained in
The Smallholder in 2021). When combined,
these two genes interact to produce ‘white’
geese. If you take away ‘dilution’, then the
area of white spotting is seen to leave a dark
grey-back pattern on the body of both sexes.
This saddle of grey feathers on the back, a
grey head and neck, and grey thigh coverts, is
also referred to as pied.

Experimentally, this explanation
works well for white geese and pied

(non-diluted) grey-backs such as the
Pomeranian. The pied pattern (produced
by white spotting on the ground colour)
is even seen faintly in the fluff of infant
white (diluted) Embdens, but the
goslings lose this pattern as they grow,
and feather in white.

However, this conventional analysis
does not explain why we have auto-
sexing pied geese where the male is
almost white, but the female keeps her
grey back, albeit in a slightly ‘diluted’
grey. The plumage of the two sexes
looks different - hence the term auto-
sexing by colour in the Shetlands. It has
generally been assumed that these auto-
sexing breeds also carry recessive white
spotting (sp) plus dilution (Sd). But that
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