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FIELD-NOTES ON T H E NESTING OF T H E 
DOTTEREL IN SCOTLAND. 

BY 

THE LATE CAPTAIN C. S. MEARES. 

Abstracted and prepared for publication by Lustra. D. Bu MEABBS. 

THE hills visited in mid-June were a chain of the Grampian 
Mountains some five miles in extent and varying from 2500 
to 3000 feet in height. This chain is divided into seven hills 
(hereinafter referred to as hills Nos, 1 to 7) and a spur to the 
north. They are conical in shape, and the broad tops and 
higher ridges below the summits are covered with a growth 
of lichens and bilberry. This is the home of the Dotterel 
(Charadrius morinellus). 

Snow was lying at the head of every gully, and in some 
places was 20 to 30 feet deep. The Dotterels were located 
rather lower down the mountains than usual, due to the 
severe snows earlier in the season. Weather conditions were 
unusually favourable, and the days were bright and warm 
with little wind. 

Hill No. 2 was first visited. No bird was seen in the first 
instance, but after we had spent a few hours walking round 
the mountain, a Dotterel was located at Jast within a few feet 
of its nest. The nest, which was soon found, was placed on a 
small hummock covered with crisp lichens and bilberry on 
the western slope about 70 feet below the summit. I t con
tained a clutch of three eggs incubated about ten days. The 
nest was by no means a mere scratching, the lichens and 
bilberry forming the structure having evidently been placed 
there with care, and it was lined with dead bilberry 
leaves picked from a quite obvious hole at the side of the 
nest. The bird, after being watched for about five minutes 
from a distance of thirty yards, returned to its eggs, but was 
evidently very nervous, and left, running away so soon as a 
nearer approach to the nest was attempted. I t never went 
more than about thirty yards away from its nest, running 
up and down apparently feeding and gradually coming nearer 
and nearer until it regained the eggs. This procedure was 
repeated five or six times as we approached nearer to the 
nest, but the limit of the bird's confidence was reached when 
we were within twelve yards. Only the one bird was seen. 

About three hundred yards further along the western 
slopes of this same hill, No. 2, another Dotterel ran off a nest 
about thirty yards ahead. This nest contained two eggs. 
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The bird was more nervous, keeping always right on the brow 
of the hill. The eggs were quite fresh, but when the nest 
was revisited the next day and also the day after, it still had 
only two eggs, and they showed no sign of incubation, though 
the bird ran off the eggs both days. This nest was also well 
formed, and again contained a lining of bilberry leaves. I t 
was placed on a hummock of lichens and bilberry. Only the 
one bird was seen. 

Hills Nos. 3 and 4 were visited, but no Dotterels were 
located. On the lower slopes of the summit of hill No. 5 a 
Dotterel was seen some twenty-five yards away, sitting, and 
remained sitting until a careful approach was made to within 
ten yards. I t then flew vo, and alighted again near by, but 
there was no nest here. On our retiring to a distance to 
watch, the bird rapidly settled down again about ten yards 
from the previous spot, and again appeared to be sitting, and, 
as it showed no signs of moving, a closer approach was again 
attempted, and it flew off at a distance of about ten yards, 
uttering a harsh " Wer-r-r-r-r." Almost immediately another 
bird flew past from behind, and they both disappeared over 
the brow together. We accordingly retired right up to the 
summit in the direction whence the second bird had come, 
and after waiting half-an-hour, the Dotterel again appeared 
running about some thirty yards in front, but was presently 
lost again over the brow. Nothing further being seen of it 
after waiting an hour, the summit was systematically walked 
out, and the bird was eventually flushed at foot from a nest 
containing three eggs which had been incubated two or three 
days. I t fluttered only a yard away, and lay there with 
wings slightly raised and tail extended, shivering, shaking 
and uttering little squeaks, and on our advancing, it 
fluttered on, keeping always about a yard ahead. Its attitude 
showed very clearly the white tips on its tail-feathers. This 
nest was about four hundred yards from the spot where the 
first Dotterel had been sitting The nest was again on a 
lichen-covered hummock, and was neatly constructed and 
lined with bilberry leaves. 

A thorough search of hill No. 6 did not disclose the presence 
of any Dotterel. Hill No. 1 was a splendid eminence with 
much fine " Dotterel ground," but no birds were located. 
The southern spur, and the hills running east from this place 
did not appear to hold much likely ground. On hill No. 2 
the nest before described still contained two eggs only, the 
bird running off the eggs as soon as even an appearance was 
made on the sky-line. Thence to hill No. 6, where no Dotterel 
was observed, in spite of a prolonged and thorough search. 
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On hill 7 the southern slopes were thoroughly beaten out 
without seeing anything of the Dotterels. On the northern 
slope, however, a Dotterel was observed. It was uttering 
the note " Whit-ivhit-whit," and eventually flew on to the 
southern slope, where it was joined by two more birds, and 
then by a fourth, the latter disappearing again, leaving the 
three, which ran and flew about at random. This took place 
between 3.30 and 5 p.m., so that in any case the birds were 
probably only feeding. On the northern spur of this hill a 
pair of Dotterels flew past and disappeared over the crest of 
the hill about 6.15 p.m., after the whole of the western slope 
had been thoroughly searched, containing much excellent 
ground for the birds, and the summit had nearly been 
reached. They did not re-appear on this day. 

The following morning hill No. 7 was revisited and a nest 
was found containing a clutch of three eggs on the point of 
hatching. The nest was situated on comparatively low 
ground some two hundred yards from the head of the burn 
which divides hills Nos. 6 and 7. On emerging from the 
shelter of the head of the gorge we observed a Dotterel 
running away with one wing drooping. On our halting and 
sitting down this bird returned and settled on its eggs within 
two minutes. The nest was built on a slight hummock 
covered with lichen and some dry moss, but no bilberry was 
growing immediately around, yet the nest, which was well 
constructed, contained the lining of bilberry leaves which 
had evidently been placed there intentionally. While the 
nest was being examined the bird disported itself near by, 
feigning broken wings, uttering small squeaks, and fanning 
out its tail. Only the one bird appeared. 

Failing to locate any Dotterel on the western slope, the 
northern spur was revisited, and a pair of birds were observed 
about 3 p.m. feeding on the summit. They were very tame 
and, except for one bird uttering a few warning notes at first, 
they were silent, and allowed an easy approach to within 
twenty yards. I t was afterwards ascertained that a gillie 
on this estate had found the nest and eggs a fortnight before, 
so that judging from the behaviour of the birds, and the fact 
that they were together on two successive days, they probably 
now had young. About 6 p.m. hill No. 6 was revisited and 
a pair of birds were observed feeding together. They were 
quite tame and'permitted an easy approach to very close 
quarters. At the same time a male was heard calling on the 
top of hill No. 5. 


