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NOTES ON THE LAPLAND BUNTING ON THE 
YENESEI RIVER. 

BY 

MAUD D. HAVILAND. 

THERE is a polyglot Starling in this garden. Sometimes 
he rehearses a recitation from memory. At other times 
he improvises according to his fancy, and now and then 
he hits an unexpected nail on the head with remarkable 
success. Thus the other morning I awoke to a reiterated 
whine, a long shrill splinter of sound, that gave me an 
odd feeling of discomfort before I could follow the train 
of memories that it recalled. Then I remembered the 
alarm note of the Lapland Bunting (Calcarius I. lap-
ponicus) on the Lower Yenesei, and the Starling's chance 
whistle brought up vividly the recollection of long 
rambles over the tundra, of which it was so frequently 
the accompaniment. 

I first met with the Lapland Bunting at Dudinka, at 
the end of the forest growth, at the beginning of the 
great estuary. It was the third week in June, and the 
birds, which were just beginning to build, were in full 
song. At that time I had not read any description 
of the song : in fact I had never thought of this species 
as a songster at all, and was therefore able to form my 
own opinion as to the merits of its music, which opiniort 
is here given for what it is worth. I venture to think 
that an ordinary observer need have less diffidence in 
touching upon the subject of bird-song than any other 
point in ornithology. The descriptions in most manuals 
and text-books are quite unrecognizable, except and when 
the ornithologist leaves the set terms of " shrill chirps," 
" pleasing warbling " and " trills of short duration " 
with which he obscures his subject and comes to repre
sentation and the shifts of daily speech. The human 
memory can visualize sights, but of sound it recalls not 



XOUNG LAPLAND BUNTING IN FIRST (JUVENILE) PLUMAGE. 
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the sound itself but its effect on the listener. Therefore 
in the attempt to convey an impression of any music 
(including bird music) we must interpret what we hear 
rather than reproduce it, regarding its movement rather 
than its pattern. Those writers who have most truth
fully described the song of birds—John Burroughs, 
Richard Jeffries and W. H. Hudson, for instance—have 
been successful just in so far as they have approached 
their subject as a work of art rather than as a museum 
specimen. 

As to the song of the Lapland Bunting, I cannot agree 
with Hagerup, who says that " the song . . . is but 
short and of an extremely melancholy nature." * Nor 
with Von Homeyer, who describes it as loud and excited. 
Naumann (NaturgeschicMe der Voegd Miltekuropas) says 
it is " an agreeable unusual song which seems made out 
of the lark's and the linnet's."f The Yenesei Buntings 
might concede the Lark motiv, but I never heard them 
recall the Linnet. Wheelwright (Spring and Summer 
in Lapland) gives this song high praise. " While in the 
air the song is as rich and clear as that of any of our 
songsters, not so shrill as that of the Lark, but far sweeter 
and more varied, for in this song the clear flute-like 
note of the Corn-Bunting is blended with the varying 
strain of the Skylark, and I thought that I had never 
listened to sweeter melody." This description, sym
pathetic though it is, gives the cheery Lapland Bunting 
almost more than his due. To my mind, the charm of the 
song lies not in what is sung, which is mediocre enough, 
but in the peculiar fresh and joyous way in which it is 
delivered. In pure music the Lapp Bunting cannot 
compare with the Red-throated Pipit, nor even with « 
good Snow-Bunting. The strain is like a waterfall of 
notes, and as the noise of pouring water consists of many 
sounds jumbled and crowded together into a torrent, 

* Birds of Greenland. 

f Quoted, as are the two preceding observers, in the British Bird 
Booh. 
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so this Bunting can recall the song of the Shore-Lark, 
to which Seebohm compared, it, and also the Snow-
Bunting, but by a stretch of imagination one might pick 

NEST OF LAPLAND BUNTING, BUILT UNDER A TUFT OF 
MOSS IN THE GOLCHIKA MAESHES. 

(Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 

out half a dozen more. All the separate shakes and 
turns are interspersed with simple notes and musical 
sounds, and the whole is poured out so fast tha t the 
hearer has only the impression of a loud toneless gush 
of melody that bubbles out suddenly, and as suddenly 
ceases to flow. I t is very pretty to hear in a country 
where singing voices are scarce, but I doubt if we should 
think much of it if we heard it from a telegraph pole in 
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Middlesex. I t is the delivery that is so charming. 
The bird rises to a height of some forty feet, never to 
the lark-like heights of Anthus cervinus. As he ascends, 
the song is broken and laboivred, and then, as if the effort 
was too great, he seems to give it up and parachute 
earthwards in a sort of transport of relief at rest after 
hard labour. When scores of birds are thus rising and 
falling over the willows on some sunny morning while 
the snowdrifts are melting all over the tundra, the 
effect is very beautiful; and it is not difficult to under
stand how these gay throaty outpourings of the Lapp 
Bunting have earned more than their share of praise. 

On the Yenesei the season of song is very short, for 
the cock becomes mute soon after incubation has begun. 
In this he is unlike the Red-throated Pipit, which sings 
on well into July after the young are hatched. 

While on the subject of song I may briefly speak of 
the other notes of this species that have come under 
my notice in the breeding-season. When the nest is 
approached, the alarm note is a long melancholy whine— 
Wheee-ee. The birds begin to fret when you are a 
hundred yards away, and all day the tundra rings with 
their protests in maddening monotony. There is some
thing oddly ventriloquial in this sound, and I have 
sometimes looked for a Golden Plover on the horizon, 
only to find that the note was not softened by distance 
as I had supposed, but came from a Bunting at my feet. 
After the breeding-season, adults when disturbed rose 
with a sharp " Zip," something like a Linnet, only more 
shrill. The young before migration banded together in 
flocks, and had then a call or alarm note that resembled 
the chirruping of a House-Sparrow. 

The Lapland Bunting was a most widely-diffused 
species at Golchika, and was found in every environment, 
from the wettest to the driest. Down in the marshes the 
birds generally nested under the logs of driftwood ; out 
on the tundra they bred under peat tussocks, or else 
beneath the dwarf birch scrub. The incubating bird 
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sat very close, and when flushed almost always feigned 
injury. In each case the nests were lined with 
feathers, though in some cases not more than one or two 
were used. I saw one nest which contained a Goose 
feather, so large that the bird crept under its upcurled 
tip in order to cover the eggs. 

NEST CONTAINING HALF FEATHERED YOUNG, BUILT UNDER 
A DRIFT LOG ON THE SHORES OF THE YENESEI. 

(Photographed by Maud D. Haviland.) 

My experience of trying to photograph the birds at 
the nest was a disappointing one. I chose a nest con
taining half-fledged young, but not a plate was exposed 
during a two days' wait. The birds flew round the 
tent incessantly, uttering their plaintive call, but even 
the pleading of their hungry brood would not lure them 
within range of the lens. The cock was bolder than the 
hen, but even of him I did not obtain a single negative. 
On the third day I moved the tent over to a Temminck's 
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Stint 's nest about two hundred yards away. To my 
surprise even then the fussy Buntings could not let the 
matter rest, but continually mourned all day long, even 
though the Stint herself dozed on her eggs within 
six feet of the camera. 

I was sorry not to study this Bunting's feeding habits 
close at hand, in order to find out whether the young 
were fed by regurgitation like the Bullfinch and Green
finch : by live food like the Yellow Hammer, or in both 
ways like the Chaffinch. The nest, like that of the 
Greenfinch, was always foul, and as I never saw food in 
the bill of a bird which was feeding young, there is some 
presumptive evidence that the chicks were fed by 
regurgitation. The parents tended the young only for a 
short time after they left the nest. In this they differed 
from the Red-throated Pipits, which continued to feed 
their broods to within a week or two of the autumn 
migration. The fledgelings then flocked together, until 
little parties of six to ten birds were formed towards the 
end of July. These parties left the tundra and came 
down to the river side. They were fond of haunting 
the settlements, and in such situations they constantly 
reminded me of Sparrows. Their buff and brown 
plumage was not unlike the colouring of Sparrows at a 
glance, and their chirping while guzzling round the 
fish stations was distinctly Sparrow-like. They never 
associated with the Snow-Buntings which were common 
in the same surroundings at this time, and this seemed 
to me curious, for when on migration in this country 
this species will join flocks of other birds. The adult 
Snow-Buntings did not leave their broods, and birds of 
all ages might be seen feeding together. Meanwhile the 
old Lapp Buntings went apart to moult. Occasionally 
I saw a couple together during the first fortnight of 
August, but for the most part they seemed to live singly. 
I t is only right, however, to say that the birds lie very 
closely at this time, and for each one that I flushed 
there may have been others lying undiscovered close by. 
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Birds flushed at this season would allow themselves 
almost to be trodden on before they would take wing, 
and when they rose they did so sluggishly. They left 
the marshes altogether at this time and were to be found 
chiefly up on the dry tundra where the slopes were covered 
with creeping birch and whortle. 

Migration began about the 17th of August, by which 
date most of the young birds disappeared. Birds seen 
at the end of the month were almost all adults, and 
appeared singly or in pairs, never in flocks, but whether 
these were the birds which had bred in the district or 
were passengers from further north it is impossible to say. 
On September 1st after a prolonged south-easterly gale, 
I flushed about a dozen adult Lapland Buntings which 
were lying closely in the long cotton grass that fringes 
the beaches of the Yenesei. These birds, which at tha t 
late date must have been about to move southwards, 
even if they were not already on passage, were all 
solitary ; and a few days later, when I noted the species 
for the last time at Nosonovsky Ostrov (200 versts to 
the south) each individual was by itself, unlike the 
Wheatears which were present in some numbers, and 
always in societies. These details may be worth recording 
as bearing out the statement made in the British Bird 
Book tha t this species is a solitary migrant, although it 
is also mentioned there tha t a flock of 40-50 was recorded 
from the Flannans in 1904, and one of 100 from Flam-
borough in 1893. Mr. Eagle-Clarke (Studies in Bird 
Migration, Vol. II . , p. 55) remarks that at Fair Isle he 
has observed old and young migrating in company. I 
only once saw a Lapp Bunting in the " act of migrating " 
—that is to my knowledge, and that was on August 4th, 
when I noticed an adult crossing the Yenesei River from 
west to east about twenty miles below Golehika. It 
was passing with a bounding Linnet-like flight just above 
the tops of the waves, and not for the first time I realised 
the t ruth of Mr. Eagle-Clarke's observation as to the 
difficulty of picking up small birds at sea, for it was 

s 
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almost two oars' lengths from, the boat before I saw it. 
I t does not sound a notable feat for a bird to cross a 
river, but it must be remembered tha t even at this 
point, two hundred miles from the sea, the Yenesei is 
more than two-thirds as wide as the Straits of Dover ; 
it forms, in fact, a natural gateway to Asia, whose 
grandeur is only equalled by its solitude. 




