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NOTES ON THE BREEDING-HABITS OF THE 
GREY PHALAROPE. 

BY 

MAUD D. HAVILAND. 

TWENTY miles to the north of Golchika on the River 
Yenesei, Siberia, where the two promontories of Oeh 
Marina and Sopochnaya stretch out across the mouth 
of the river like the claws of a gigantic crab, I first saw 
the Grey Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius) at midnight 
on June 30th, 1914. The sun was shining on the snows 
that still covered the tundra, and under the lee of the 
shore the shallows were packed with hissing, grinding 
cakes of ice, white or golden, according as to whether 
the rime or the sunshine reached their blue edges first. 
Just then, half-a-dozen Grey Phalarope came whirling 
over the river—five birds in ardent pursuit of a sixth 
which doubled away from them. The flash of their 
red breasts over the sun-lit ice made the eye blink at 
the riot of colour of the wonderful northern day-in-
night, and by the time that I had done blinking, the 
birds had hurried past me and disappeared over the 
tundra. 

This is, of course, a wholly frivolous and even futile 
record, but I have given it place, partly because it has 
stuck in my memory as a mental snapshot of curious 
distinctness, and partly because that was the only time 
that I ever saw the Grey Phalarope in a hurry. In the 
breeding-season, at least, this species seems to have none 
of the fractious intolerance and ardour of courtship 
that may be observed in the Red-necked Phalarope on 
the Yenesei. 

On June 30th, numbers of Grey Phalarope were to 
be seen feeding together in the marshes at Golchika, 
and the sexes waded quietly side by side, in little parties 
of half-a-dozen birds. By July 2nd most of these 
birds had disappeared, most probably to continue their 
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journey northwards. It has been remarked (antea, 
Vol. VIII., p. 183) that the summer was a late one on 
the Lower Yenesei, and this, I think, accounts for the 
fact that this species was tolerably common on the 
middle of the estuary. It has only once previously 
been recorded to breed at Golchika—in 1895, by Mr. 
H. L. Popham, who fovind one nest (Ibis 1897). The 
same ornithologist did not observe it in his visit in 1897, 
and neither did Seebobm in 1877 (Birds of Siberia). 

Fig. 1. FEMALE GREY PHALAROPE IN THE MARSH, YENESEI, 1914. 

{Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 

I found the first nest on Golchika Island early in 
July. My attention was called to it by the male bird, 
which flew round uneasily. Even when the nesting-
ground is invaded, this Phalarope is very quiet and not 
very demonstrative. He flits round the intruder with 
a peculiar silent flight, rather like a big red moth, while 
he utters his chirruping alarm note—zhit zhit. This call 
is shriller than that of Phaktropus lobatus, and quite 
recognisable where the two species breed side by side. 
I sat down on a log of driftwood, and in about half-an-
hour was able to flush the bird from four fresh eggs. 
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This nest, however, was not placed very well for photo
graphy, for about fifty yards away was a turf hut, which 
a Russian family had just taken possession of for the 
summer, and I dared not leave the hiding tent or appa
ratus near the spot. On the following day I was more 
fortunate, and found a nest which was also on the island 
but about half a verst away. I t was in rather a dryer 
situation than the last, but like all the nests of this 
species that I saw, the eggs lay on quite a substantial 

Fig. 2. NEST OF GREY PHALAROPE, YENESEI, JULY, 1914. 

(Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 

platform of dead grass. In other cases the sites were 
so wet that the bird must have been sitting actually 
in water—and the photographer would have had to do 
likewise ! In the photograph, the grass has been parted 
in order to show the eggs, but before this was done they 
were screened as carefully as the eggs of a Redshank 
or Reeve. 

I pitched the tent at once, and went in to hide. The 
male Phalarope stood on a tussock about twenty yards 
away and watched attentively. I should not thus have 
tackled the nest of any other Wader, but I relied upon 
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the confidence and simplicity of the Phalarope, and I 
did not rely upon them in vain. In about twenty 
minutes I caught sight of the bird creeping round the 
tent, and a few minutes later he settled down upon 
the eggs. In this, my first glimpse of a Grey Phalarope 
at close quarters, two points struck me forcibly. One 
was the apparent extraordinary length of the bird. 
The single pair of legs in the middle seemed quite in
sufficient to support so long a body, and with his quaint 
perky gait, it seemed as if the bird swayed to and fro 
upon cee-springs as he walked. The other was the 
peculiar harmony of the colour of the mantle with the 
grass around, bleached or blackened by snow and thaw. 
The long, blade-like form of the secondary feathers, and 
the buff longitudinal shoulder bands seemed to emphasize 
the scheme until the bird was almost indistinguish
able from his surroundings. This curious, streaky, wiry 
appearance is perhaps indicated in Fig. 3, though, 
of course, the help of the beautiful colour-values is lost 
in a reproduction in monochrome. " Oh, for an auto-
chrome plate ! " said I, as the bird cuddled down, and 
sat there motionless hour after hour. 

I t was a matter of monotonous ease to photograph the 
Phalarope on bis eggs. Two or three times I was obliged 
to show myself in order to re-arrange the tent. Each 
time he ran off the nest and stood waiting a few yards 
away until I was hidden again, and then he came back 
a t once. All day he incubated the eggs by himself, 
and the female never came near the place. Towards 
evening I wanted to pack up the camera, and by way 
of driving the bird from the nest I flipped a bit of moss 
at him from the tent. This had the desired effect, but 
as he strolled away doubtfully, a second piece fell 
right into the nest. Taking no notice of the strange 
upheavals in the tent, the plucky little fellow 
ran back at once, and I took a final photograph 
of him as he solicitously picked the moss off his 
precious eggs. 



Fiff. 3. MALE GREY PHAUAROPE ON THE NEST, SHOWING THE HARMONIZATION OF 
THE STREAKED PLUMAGE WITH THE BACKGROUND OF GRASS. 

(Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 
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Altogether I found five nests of this species—two on 
the Golchika Island and three in the marshes on the 
mainland. It seems as if both male and female unite 
to care for the young, and when the breeding-ground 
is approached they fly around and call anxiously. The 
Grey Phalarope breeds comparatively late, for eggs 
very slightly incubated were found on July 11th. This 
was probably owing to the flooded state of the marshes. 
Nevertheless, because the young broods fledge with 

Fig. 4. MALE GREY PHALAROPE CLEARING THE EGGS. 
{Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 

strange rapidity, the Grey Phalaropes were the first of all 
birds to leave the district. There was no flocking, no 
preliminary flights o\er the river to advertise their 
movements. They just disappeared at the beginning 
of August, and by the 5th of the month there was not 
a bird to be seen. The early departure of this species 
is curious, because the Red-necked Phalarope, which 
is apparently identical with it in habits, food and haunts, 
remained common until the end of August. 




