
( 266 ) 

FIELD-NOTES ON A PAIR OF STONE-CURLEWS. 

HAVE THEY AN APPBECIABIE SENSE OF SMEIX ? 

BY 

F. G. PENBOSE, M.D., F.Z.S., M.B.O.U. 

[PlATE 7.] 

SCATTERED over the southern Wiltshire Downs are several 
pairs of Stone-Curlews (Burhinus oe. cedicnemus) during 
the breeding-season. The following observations, which 
were made from a photographic tent, refer to a pair 
which haunted part of the open down about six miles 
due south of Salisbury, close to the boundary between 
Wiltshire and Hampshire. I have known of eggs or 
young birds every spring in this locality for the last five 
years. The birds generally laid their eggs on a bare 
patch of chalk on the open down, as is shown in the 
accompanying reproduction (Plate 7) of a photograph 
taken on a Lumiere Antochrome plate, but last season 
(1912) the eggs were deposited on fallow ground. I am 
venturing to transcribe some of the notes I jotted down 
at the time, as they bear directly on the question as to 
whether or not these birds have a sense of smell. 

March 30th. First day on which a pair were seen 
on the down. 

April 29th. Birds suspected of having eggs. 
April 30th. The eggs were found about forty yards 

from the edge of a fallow field, which was separated from 
the open down by a wire-netting rabbit-fence. The 
tent was pitched about twenty-five yards south of the 
eggs, and about fifteen yards from the fence. 

May 1st. I went into the tent about 4.30 p.m. and 
stayed until about 6.30 p.m. Up to 6.15 p.m. nothing 
happened, and then I gave the signal to my man to 
come and release me from the tent. During the next 
ten minutes one of the old birds had come up and set
tled on the eggs without my having seen its approach. 
Before leaving I moved the tent nearer to the eggs. 
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May 2nd. The old bird again came up and reached 
the eggs Avithout my being able to detect its approach, 
in spite of keeping a careful look-out. 

May 3rd. I learnt how this was done. The old bird 
came up from behind, passed close by the tent and slipped 
on to the eggs. This occurred about 5 o'clock. Between 
6 and 7 o'clock the mate came up whilst I was watching, 
and took its turn at sitting. I thought this was the 
male, but could not be sure, as the light was very poor. 
What happened was as follows : the sitting-bird looked 
up and gave a low note which brought the mate striding 
up. As soon as he got within a few yards he stopped 
and stood staring at the tent. Apparently, however, he 
was soon satisfied that everything was all right, 
perhaps because be saw that the other bird was sitting 
quite contentedly. As soon as he had come up quite 
close to her, she began to pick up a few small pebbles 
and to drop them just round her. Meanwhile he was 
making her a series of bows. She then got up, ran off 
and he slowly took her place. When she had gone about 
twelve yards from the eggs she became, in the poor light, 
absolutely invisible against the fallow ground. The 
afternoon was very dull, with a slight breeze blowing 
directly from the tent towards the sitting bird. Before 
leaving I put the tent about eight feet from the eggs. 

May Uli. I was again in the tent, and the female 
came on to the eggs and sat all right for a time, but. 
suddenly she ran off. I am afraid that I must have made 
some slight noise or perhaps she heard my retriever, 
which was asleep and breathing deeply, though not at 
all loudly, in the tent. She joined her mate about fifty 
yards away, and when she got up to him he almost stood 
on his head in front of her. After a minute or so he came 
towards the eggs, but hesitated when about thirty yards 
off. She then ran up to him, sat down just in front of 
him, and apparently made a pretence of being on the 
eggs, for she began to pick at things round her in the same 
way that she had done on the previous afternoon when 
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her mate came to relieve her. After about three minutes 
she got up, walked away, and squatted again just on the 
sky-line some fifty or sixty yards away, putting her tail 
straight up in the air. Meanwhile he came close to the 
tent, i.e. within three yards, and stood as if listening. 
He then walked away again and went and stood near her, 
where he remained stationary for so long a time that a t 
last I gave the signal to be released. Almost immediately 
T had done so he walked towards the eggs, but before 
he got near he saw the keeper coming, and ran away. 
After leaving the tent and disappearing over the top of 
the hill I waited a quarter of an hour, and then crept 
back and had a spy with a powerful pair of field-glasses. 
The last thing I saw was one of the birds standing quite 
close to the tent, apparently listening for any sound 
which might come from it. I t was then 7 p.m. and I 
had to leave. 

May 6th. Wind blowing briskly from the south-east. 
I was at the tent by about 3.50 p.m. One of the birds, 
which I took to be the male, soon appeared (i.e. within 
five or six minutes) and came running up, but on getting 
directly to leeward of the tent about ten yards away he 
evidently became suspicious and kept wandering round 
and round. He went occasionally out of sight over the 
sky-line some sixty yards away, but soon re-appeared. 
Then one of them, I think the female, hid herself between 
two clods of earth forty to fifty yards away to leeward 
of the tent. After some time she came right round the 
tent and finally settled on her eggs. From this moment 
she showed no more anxiety and occasionally went to 
sleep. Could this suspicion, so much more marked than 
on May 4th, have been due to the birds having smelt 
me \ The first that came—I think the male—was very 
suspicious, as mentioned above. He peered so hard at 
the tent. This was much more marked than his atti
tude on the former occasion, when the conditions, except 
the difference in the force of the wind, were very 
similar. 
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On May 6th the tent shook and rattled a good deal, but 
the bird which finally came on to the eggs made no fuss 
at all about this. Referring to the note of the observa
tions on May 4th, I was not aware of baring made any 
noise or any suspicious movement, when the bird 
unexpectedly left the eggs. It seems to me that a possible 
explanation of this suspicious behaviour on both days 
may be that these birds have some sense of smell, which, 
however, is not very keen. 

I believe that it is generally accepted that most birds 
are practically devoid of a sense of smell, but that 
undoubtedly ducks have it fairly developed, as is shown 
by the experiences of the duck-decoy men, also that there 
is some probability of some of the Waders, such as the 
Snipe, being also endowed with it. 

Certainly my previous experience as a bird-photographer 
has been that as long as a bird—excluding the ducks— 
did not see or hear me, it appeared to be quite uncon
scious of the close proximity either of myself or of my 
retriever, which is very often with me in the tent. I t 
would be interesting to have the experiences of other 
observers on this subject of the olfactory powers of 
birds. 



[British Birds, Vol. VI., PL 7, 

STONE-CUKLEW. FEMALE. MAY, 1909. 

(Reproduced, direct from a Lumiere Autochcome plate taken 

by F. G. Penrose.) 
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