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THE BREEDING OF THE OYSTER-CATCHER. 
BY 

E. J. M. BUXTON. 

DURING the summer of 19391 was fortunate enough to spend 
three months on the island of Skokholm, Pembrokeshire, and 
the following account of the breeding of the Oyster-catcher 
(Hcematopus 0. occidentalis) is almost entirely drawn from 
notes made there during that period. The piping ceremony, 
to which Selous [1], [2] called attention, was carefully studied 
by Huxley and Montague [3], but their observations were 
made before the laying of the eggs. Selous observed piping 
so late as July but he did not make a detailed study of this 
species, as he did of the Ruff (Philomachus pugnax) and other 
species. I have not been able to find any study of the Oyster-
catcher during the period between egg-laying and the fledging 
of the young. 

For the sake of convenience I have divided the paper 
into two parts, the first concerned with the physical factors 
and the second with the mental and psychological. I have 
further grouped my observations under several heads for the 
sake of easy cross-reference. 

PART I. 
A. NATURE OF TERRAIN. 

Skokholm is an island lying about 3 J miles south of the 
south-west coast of Pembrokeshire, The area is about 
240 acres. There are no beaches of shingle or sand, but the 
coast consists of cliffs of red sandstone of varying height up 
to about 120 feet, and of different degrees of steepness. On 
top, the island, whose highest point is 165 feet above sea 
level, is covered with a turf of grass, sorrel, thrift, etc., with 
considerable patches of heather and bracken. There is a 
number of rocky outcrops also. At the time of egg-laying 
the bracken is, of course, very low, but later and before the 
eggs have hatched it attains a height of 2 to 3 feet. 
B. SITING OF NESTS. 

Nests were found on the cliffs, in thrift, heather, sorrel, 
and (especially) in bracken. Some were within 20 feet of 
high-water mark, and others at 100 feet or higher. There 
were no nests at all in an area liable to be boggy, although 
during May it was, in fact, quite firm and dry. In all, 35 pairs 
were located, but I have not notes on all these nests. One 
of these nests, No. 2, will be treated separately and no 
account is taken of it except where stated. 
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C. EGGS LAID AND CHICKS HATCHED. 
In 6 nests situated on the coast of the island 15 eggs were 

laid, of which 13 hatched. In 14 inland nests 36 eggs were 
laid, of which 32 hatched. Thus, the average number of 
eggs to the clutch was the same in both classes, about %\, 
but a slightly larger percentage hatched in the inland nests. 
In 7 nests in the centre of the island 20 eggs were laid, of 
which 18 hatched. These figures are only for those nests 
where hatching was under observation. The figures for all 
clutches will be found under Section G. 
D. TEMPERATURE AND WEATHER. 

The temperature was recorded for most of the period of 
egg-laying. It was cold at first, but about the time of the 
completion of the latest clutches a sharp rise began. There 
were only two days of strong wind, and rain fell on only four 
days. 
E. NEST MATERIALS. 

As by many related birds, several scrapes are made. Some
times the nest is an almost bare depression, but usually 
some " lining " or " decoration " is added. (I do not wish by 
these words to impjy that the bird intends to make the nest 
more comfortable or attractive.) The lining was always of 
the material nearest to hand. On the cliffs small flat chips of 
sandstone were used. Elsewhere, according to the site of the 
nest, dead bracken stalks, twigs of heather, and rabbit 
" pellets " (one nest was entirely lined with these) were used. 
I never saw any piece of fresh vegetation in any nest, although 
I saw the brooding bird nibble at bracken within reach. 
(See under M.) I think that the lining of the nest was added 
to after the eggs had been laid, but I cannot be certain of 
this. 

Besides this lining certain " decorative" objects were 
brought to the nest from time to time, and these were 
certainly not all present when egg-laying began. At several 
nests small bones of rabbit or fish were found, and sometimes 
even quite large bones. In one nest I found a ring that had 
been put on a juvenile Rock-Pipit (Anthus s. petrosus) on 
the island in X935. These objects are certainly brought from 
some distance, and are not, like the lining, within reach of 
the sitting bird. Perhaps the two different types of material, 
here referred to as " lining " and " decoration," are brought 
to the nest by quite different means. If the lining is the 
accidental result of the sitting bird's nibbling, the decoration 
may be brought by the bird after it has been pecking at the 

o 



186 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL.XXXIII. 

ground, as they often do in moments of excitement. (This 
habit of pecking was noted by Huxley and Montague [3].) 
The birds certainly at times bring food to the nest and then 
rather absent-mindedly swallow it. (See under M.) 

Without exception nests were near to some slight eminence, 
a large tuft of thrift, a stone, rock or wall, which was used 
as a look-out post for the bird that was not occupied in 
brooding. Sometimes this was within a foot or two, at others 
at 15-20 yards distance. 
F. INCUBATION PERIODS. 

The first eggs were laid about May 6th or 7th. The last 
clutch to hatch hatched on July 5th, 

The following table gives a sample of 4 nests. 
ATest 1st Egg 2nd Egg 3rd Egg zst Chick Last Chick Remarks 
I. — — May June June One chick 

10th 4th 5th died in 

3-

5-

6. — 

In nest 2 an egg was laid on May 14th and taken the same 
day by a gull. On May 25th a second egg was laid in the same 
place and again taken the same day by a gull. On May 29th 
or May 30th another egg was laid in a scrape about 10 yards 
away from the first in a site more sheltered by bracken. 
Another egg was laid there by 31st May. One chick hatched 
on June 24th and the other egg was addled and removed by 
the bird to a distance of about four feet. 

The incubation periods for these five nests are therefore 
Nest Period 

1. 25 days 
2. 25 „ 
3- 26 ,, 
5- 2 6 | „ 
6. 26 „ 

*One egg taken by gull about May 26th. 

May 
14 or 15 

May 
16 

May 
16 

May 
18 

May 
17 

May 
18 

~ 

May 
18 

June June 1st egg 
13 14 hatched 

first; 2nd 
infertile. 

Night of June 2nd egg 
13-14 hatched 

first. 
June June 1st egg 

13 14 hatched 
first.* 
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This is a rather longer period than that given in the Practical 
Handbook, but not so long as that recently estimated by 
the Rev. F. C. R. Jourdain (antea, p. 113). 
G. FERTILITY. 

In 25 nests 63 eggs were laid, an average of 2.52 to each 
dutch. There were 13 clutches of 3 and 12 of two. None of 4 
was seen. Out of 51 observed at hatching, 45 chicks were 
batched. Therefore, 88.24 P e r c e n t - o f t h e eSSs la i<l hatched ; 
3, possibly 4, of these eggs were infertile ; 1 was taken by a 
gull; 1 chick died in the egg, in the first clutch to hatch. 

It is unfortunately impossible to make any estimate of the 
percentage of chicks that are reared. 
H. ENEMIES. 

The chief enemies of the Oyster-catcher on the island are 
the Gulls, Greater Black-backed (Lams marinus), British 
Lesser Black-backed (Larus f. graellsii), and Herring-Gull 
(Larus a. argentatus), and especially the two last in their 
capacity of egg-thieves. There were several nests of Oyster-
catchers quite close to nests of each of these species, and 
only one of these had an egg stolen. Ravens (Corvus c. corax) 
and Carrion-Crows (Corvus c. comix) are also regarded as 
enemies. The Oyster-catcher is very bold in defence of its 
aest and for this reason, no doubt, suffers little. It is besides 
an exceptionally swift and agile flyer, and trespassing birds 
are attacked and struck until driven away. One young 
Raven had a.tail-feather knocked out, and gulls were often 
struck. I never observed anything resembling " injury — 
feigning." 

Nest '2 may have lost two eggs because, being very near 
the house, the Oyster-catchers were often disturbed by some
one walking about, and a watching gull may have been able 
to seize the opportunity thus given. Apart from this, man's 
influence is not prejudicial to the birds ; and there is no other 
predatory mammal on the island. 
J. BROODING. 

Brooding is certainly by both sexes, but the cock seemed 
always the more nervous, and he also brooded for much 
shorter periods than the hen. It is obviously impossible to 
determine how far this nervousness was due to the presence 
of an unfamiliar object, viz., the hide, near the nest. 

Towards the end of incubation the birds were much less 
nervous, and at one or two nests the birds would return 
within ten seconds of my entering the hide. (It, therefore, 
seems probable that the greater nervousness of the cock was 
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not merely due to the presence of the hide.) There was very 
great individual difference between different pairs, and some 
nests could not be watched at all from a hide. 
K. FEEDING OF CHICKS. 

The chicks were first fed as soon as they were dry. It was 
impossible to identify most of the food brought, but apart 
from molluscs, leather]ackets seemed to be a favourite food. 
To one nest I saw two moths brought, possibly silver y moths 
(Plusia gamma). The wings were torn off and the body broken 
up and dropped in front of the chicks. Food was never 
transferred direct from the beak of the adult to the beak of 
the chick. 

So far as my observations went, at coastal nests terrestrial 
animals (leatherj ackets, moths, etc.) were brought chiefly 
when the tide was in, and not when marine animals were 
obtainable. However, there is no doubt that some Oyster-
catchers do feed on land even when the tide is out ; and some 
pairs probably have no access to the sea. (See under L.) 

PART II. 
L. TERRITORY. 

As has been stated above (C) the nests were less sparse 
in some areas than in others; therefore, the size of territory 
varied considerably. 

Certain territories included a strip of sea-shore. From the 
behaviour of the birds (N) it appeared that not only rocks, 
etc., visible at high tide, but also those uncovered only for 
an hour or two, were regarded as part of the territory. (The 
latter would, of course, be far more valuable as feeding-
grounds.) " Piping parties " of three, four or five birds were 
sometimes seen flying over the sea together, close inshore, 
even at high tide. 

Other territories had no access to the sea, unless the birds 
crossed their neighbours' territories. I do not know whether 
or not they did this, but am strongly of the opinion that they 
did not. I certainly did not once observe a bird from such a 
territory going to the shore to feed, nor leaving its territory 
at all. The foraging bird always remained within call of the 
brooding bird so far as I was able to observe, and this would 
have been impossible in some territories if the shore had 
been visited. There was no inland pair without a water supply 
in its own territory. 

There were, however, certain " neutral" areas, notably in 
the meadow between the house and the well where there was 
too much human activity for any pair to nest. Here several 
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birds might be seen at times together, showing no sign of 
excitement or jealousy. Selous, it may be noted, " lays 
great stress on the frequency with which one may, in the 
pairing season, see three birds of a species flying together in 
apparent friendliness." At other times, in the same area, 
three or four birds would be seen flying together and piping ; 
but I have no record of piping on the ground here. I, therefore, 
prefer to regard this as a neutral area into which excited 
birds might well stray from their territories during piping. 

One rock was used as a resting-place by two pairs without 
any signs of mutual interference. It was not a very large 
rock, in the edge of the sea, and was, I suppose, the most 
convenient look-out and resting-place for the two pairs. One 
pair when disturbed would almost always fly to this rock, 
which was about eighty yards from its nest. 

Later, when some of the young birds were already on the 
wing, certain rocks were used by twelve or more birds ; but 
such congregations are the first sign of winter flocking and 
the abandonment of territory. These were all old birds, and 
I never saw young and old birds together except in family 
parties. 

After the chicks had left the nest, between 12 and 48 hours 
after hatching, it was found that territories changed, and 
even changed from day to day according to the movements 
of the chicks. Thus, if I approached a certain nest and even 
stood where the nest had been, no Oyster-catcher showed 
any alarm ; but in other areas, where before I could walk 
without disturbing them, my presence now caused much 
alarm. I was fortunate in getting some positive evidence on 
this. On July 2nd I found a chick, which had been hatched 
on June 18th in a coastal nest, in a patch of bracken 300 yards 
inland from the nest. When I went to the nest the parents 
took no notice of me, but showed the usual alarm when 
I was near the chick. On July 7th the birds in another 
territory were very noisy though for the previous few days 
they had not been near their nest, presumably because the 
chicks had wandered off and had later returned near to the 
nest. 

On the same day I found a ringed chick, 316017, then 
about three weeks old, in the territory formerly held by the 
owners of nest 2. This was not their chick. For an experiment 
I removed this chick to a neighbouring territory (R) where 
the birds were very noisy and presumably had chicks of their 
own. The parents of 316017 followed me some way, but 
turned back at a wall which was used by the owners of (R) 
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as a look-out post. I put a low wire fence round the chick, at 
some distance, to prevent its escape. " I then went back 
to the territory of its parents, who made much noise, and 
then flew off in chasing flight* into the (R) territory past 
the chick and round again, without calling while in (R) and 
without protest from the owners of (R), who were on the 
wall." This was the only occasion on which the chick's 
parents invaded (R), the territory to which I had removed it. 
Probably they had another chick or chicks in their territory, 
and they remained there and were very noisy on two 
occasions on which there was a human invasion of their 
territory in the next hour. But it is interesting to note that 
they made no sound during their excited flight into (R), and 
that although they flew close past the owners of (R) there 
was no protest from them. 

The owners of this territory, R<£ and R$, started calling 
as soon as the chick, which had been crouching, began to 
move. They gradually came closer, flying low over the chick 
and alighting near, but always outside, the fence. The chick 
was mostly silent. My impression was that the two adults 
were trying either to'drive the chick off or to entice it away, 
neither of which was possible owing to the fence. One bird 
began piping briefly, which I suppose may suggest that they 
were trying to drive the chick away. Pecking at the ground, 
a form of " sexual" behaviour referred to by Huxley and 
Montague [3], was also noted. But for the most part the 
adult birds either flew low over the chick, or ran along near 
it in the hunched-up attitude of piping, but with the beak 
held out instead of down, and calling kee-kee-kee, etc. Once 
the chick tried to climb over the fence and was caught for a 
moment. It freed itself and called two or three times, and 
R $ and R$ then became very excited. 

After about an hour I let the chick out of its pen, and it 
ran off at once, waving its wings in the manner described by 
Brooks [4], p. 453. The adults were very noisy, but I was no 
doubt as much responsible for this as the chick. I made the 
chick squat and returned to the hide. After seven minutes 
it raised its head and ran off " stopping frequently and 
bobbing" like a Common Sandpiper (Tringa hypoleucos). 
(This performance is sometimes seen in adults, Huxley and 
Montague [3], p. 873.) It ran towards the adults R£ and R$j?, 
which were on the wall. One of them flew down on to the 
ground and started pecking. Neither adult approached the 
chick nor called and they seemed to take no further notice 

♦Described by Huxley and Montague [3J, pp. 886-887. 
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of it. I therefore returned it to the territory from which 
I had taken it. As soon as it was in its own territory, it called 
three times, in my hand, and its parents called softly, not 
the alarm call, from another wall bounding their territory. 
I put the chick down but the parents did not go to it so long 
as I was in sight. 

M. BEHAVIOUR AT THE NEST. 

There is little to record of the brooding birds. At one or 
two nests I was able to distinguish the sexes without difficulty, 
by the longer bill of the hen bird, which also has a propor
tionately larger patch of yellow at the distal end. (I do not 
know if this is constant.) There was some difference between 
the sexes in behaviour, apart from the greater nervousness 
of the cock, which I have already mentioned (J). There 
was certainly a difference in the calls used, but in writing of 
a bird with so very large a vocabulary as the Oyster-catcher 
I hesitate to try to transcribe many of the notes. I recorded 
in my notes every sound uttered by the birds during many 
hours of watching, but I suppose that my transcriptions would 
mean as little to others as others' transcriptions mean to me. 
But in particular I noted that the hen used a soft, almost 
clucking note, which the cock never uttered. This note was 
used only after the chicks had hatched, and apparently it 
called them to their mother. Piping was never observed 
close to the nest, though the cock piped sometimes from 
his look-out if another Oyster-catcher flew near. The presence 
of other, harmless birds, Rock-Pipit, Meadow-Pipit (Anthus 
pratensis), Wheatear (CEnanthe ce. oenanthe) and Puffin 
(Fratercula a. grabes) was ignored. 

When a foraging bird returned with food neither called, 
and the brooding bird must have become aware of its approach 
by sight, or at least not by any sound audible to human ears. 
Sometimes the bird returning with food would eat the food 
itself after approaching the nest, perhaps after waiting 
nervously (?) for a short time. Probably this was due to some 
distraction. Pecking and nibbling, as already mentioned (E), 
(L), are not infrequent signs of excitement or nervousness, 
and I suppose on these occasions it happened that the nibbling 
action took place when the beak contained food, with the 
result that the food was swallowed. I only once saw the 
brooding bird eat, and then she picked up a morsel of food 
that the chicks had left. The foraging bird also helped to 
finish up the " scraps." The chicks were always fed outside 
the nest, and were called out by the bird that had been 
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foraging. I think that only the cock forages, and that the 
hen's spells off the nest are merely for the purpose of feeding 
herself. 

One rather comic interchange was observed. The cock had 
relieved the hen on the nest, but kept walking off the nest 
and back to the look-out rock, where the hen was standing. 
A Lesser Black-backed Gull flew over and caused some 
excitement; when it had gone the hen nibbled at the cock's 
tail-feathers. He then returned to the nest, and she walked 
out of sight, only to reappear almost at once and peck at the 
ground. 

Once, before the bird returned to the nest after being put 
off by me, I heard a call which I noted down as " puk-puk-
pikkuk—very soft." This was not heard again. 

Sometimes the brooding bird would nibble at the grass or 
bracken within reach. (See under E.) Once the hen nibbled 
at a chick that was straying away from the nest. 

Coition was only once observed, and then not near to the 
nest, and, as noted by Huxley and Montague [3], p. 888, 
without any preliminary courtship. 

N. PIPING. 

I have little to add to the thorough study by Huxley and 
Montague [3], and there is no reason to describe again here 
what they and Selous [2] have already so well described. 

Mr. R. M. Lockley informs me that he first hears the birds 
at Skokholm piping in January, chiefly at night, long before 
they are spending all their time in their territory. The last 
date on which I heard them was July 27th. 

I noted that when the piping is given in flight a peculiar 
form of flight is used ; the flapping is swift but the forward 
progress is slow. As noted above (L) this piping was observed 
over the sea and rocks uncovered by the tide. Piping was 
heard at almost all hours of the day and night, and in any 
weather except very strong wind. 

As for the piping ceremony, as I should prefer to call it, 
which is one of the most interesting and complicated patterns 
of behaviour in a British species, several considerations occur. 
First, I agree with Huxley and Montague [3], p. 890, that 
" it may be used in very various situations." But so may 
most patterns of behaviour. In man, weeping is the response 
to a very large variety of situations : grief, excessive joy or 
mirth, anger, sentimentality, pity, not to mention the taste 
of lemons, the smell of onions, or the feel of cold winds. The 
use of one pattern of behaviour in various situations is usual. 
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It seems to me that this " display " is not " directed at 
another bird,"* and I am doubtful if any display is so directed. 
It is, in my opinion, an expression of an emotional or 
physiological state, like tears, in the performing bird. Hence 
I prefer the word " ceremony " or " dance," but the latter 
connotes, perhaps rightly, an aesthetic appreciation or 
purpose. Selous [2] noted the curiously absent-minded 
appearance of the piping birds, which seem quite absorbed in 
their performance. I may perhaps refer to my note on the 
display of the Green Sandpiper (Tringa ochropus) [5] in 
which I noted that at times the " displaying " bird must be 
invisible to its companion. I have frequently observed the 
same thing in the ceremonies of the Moorhen (Gallinula 
ch. chloropus). 

Usually, in my observations, the piping ceremony occurred 
after the intrusion of a third bird into the territory of a mated 
pair. However, where larger parties are concerned, some less 
simple explanation than jealousy or a sense of property 
should probably be looked for. There is no doubt that both 
sexes pipe (Huxley and Montague [3], p. 882), but I think 
the cock pipes more frequently, as would be expected. 

I have, I hope, raised a few problems which others might 
find it worth while to examine, either by a study of this most 
interesting and beautiful species, or by observations on other 
birds. I had hoped to make this paper more complete by 
further observations ; but in the present uncertain circum
stances I have thought it best to publish it now. 

Finally, I have to thank Mr. G. R. Duval, who kindly put 
at my disposal his notes on one of the pairs which I watched, 
and Mr. R. M. Lockley for his assistance with information, 
and for reading through this paper. 
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