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SOME NESTING HABITS OF T H E WOOD-LARK 
AS OBSERVED IN NORTH DEVON. 

BY 

F. BARBER-STARKEY. 

(PLATE I.) 

O N May 1st, 1908, Captain R. D. Fanshawe, with whom 
I was staying in North Devon, about eleven miles from 
the outskirts of Exmoor, informed me that nearly three 
weeks before he had found a nest containing almost 
full-fledged young, which he took to be those of a 
Lark. The extreme earliness of the nest aroused 
my suspicion, so, on the following day, I asked Captain 
Fanshawe to take me to the place. As we were searching 
for the nest, an exclamation from my companion hurried 
me to his side, where I was delighted to see a Wood-Lark's 
(Alauda arborea) nest with four eggs. The nest was made 
entirely of moss and dried grass, it had no lining, and 
was placed in a small natural hollow under a tuft of dead 
bracken. We afterwards found an old nest about fifteen 
yards away, and this was in all probability the first nest of 
the same pair of birds, the one containing feathered young 
which Captain Fanshawe had found three weeks before. 

Both nests were situated in a narrow grass field dotted 
with small patches of bracken and sloping down to a 
steep bank covered with briars and bracken, with a few 
oak and ash trees at scattered intervals. On the opposite 
side of the valley was a large oak coppice, joining some 
rough ground golden with furze bushes. I may note here 
that nests of this species which I have found in Norfolk 
ha\ e been situated in short grass with very little covering 
over them, and in every case there has been a belt of 
Scotch firs at about fifty yards distance. This day we 
saw nothing of the birds. 

The next day I took out my camera with the intention 
of photographing the nest and eggs. Approaching the 
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nest cautiously I found the hen bird sitting on her eggs, 
so I set up the camera at about four yards distance and 
succeeded in making a couple of exposures. This photo
graph (Fig. 1) shows well the extraordinary protective 
colouring of the bird amidst her natural surroundings. 
On my attempting to move the camera a little closer, the 
bird left her eggs and flew with an undulating flight across 
the valley. Having exposed some plates on the nest and 
eggs (Fig. 2), I decided to attempt nothing more till the 
young were hatched. 

A fortnight later I determined to try my luck with the 
old birds. As we drew near both birds were seen to walk 
slowly away from the nest, for about fifteen yards, when 
they rose together and flew off across the valley. 

I set up my camera about five feet from the nest, and 
seating myself below the tripod, was covered up with a 
green cloth by my companion, who then walked away. 
In about half-an-hour one of the birds appeared with its 
bill full of grubs, and uttering all the while a plaintive 
note it walked very slowly all round my hiding-place, 
and made a careful scrutiny of the strange object which 
had so rudely disturbed its privacy. 

Jus t as the bird was gaining confidence and seemed to 
be on the point of approaching the nest, a flock of sheep 
came through the fence from the neighbouring field and 
catching my wind came sniffing right up to me ; I was 
afraid they would trample on the nest, so was obliged to 
jump up and show myself. Owing to a high wind which 
was blowing the green cloth occupied much of my attention, 
and I determined to build a more substantial hiding-place ; 
accordingly we approached the farmer who owned the 
land, and he most courteously offered to remove all his 
sheep from the field and even gave us a hand in erecting 
a hut, which we had no difficulty in doing, owing to the 
proximity of the beech fence, which was in full foliage. 

The next morning I took up my position full of hope 
and waited. In less than ten minutes both birds appeared 
with their bills full of small grubs, and after a good look 



PIG. 1.—WOOD-LARK ON THE NEST. 

(Photographed by F. Barber-Starkey.) 



FIG. 2 .—NEST AND EGGS OE THE WOOD-LARK. 

(Photographed by F. Barber-Starkey.) 
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at the lens, one of them approached and commenced to feed 
the young, the other keeping at a respectful distance. 
At the noise of the shutter, the bird tha t was feeding the 
young flew straight up into the air about three feet and 
settled again within a couple of yards of the nes t ; I 
remained motionless and very soon she came back, and 
after cleaning out the nest flew away, the other bird 
following. 

I now changed my plate, and after about five minutes 
the hen bird was back again (Plate I.) ; her mate returned 
with her, but although on this occasion and several times 
afterwards, I did not release the shutter in the hope 
that he, too, would come to the nest, he never dared to 
face the lens, but stood at about five yards distance, with 
his bill full of grubs, and there he remained until his 
mate had fed the young, when he flew away with her. 

I have presumed that this shy bird was the male, but 
as the two birds seemed exactly to resemble one another 
[ could not be sure. 
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WOOD-LARK AT THE N E S T . 

{Photographed by F. Barber-Starkey in North Devon.) 
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