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OBSERVATIONS ON THE CUCKOO. 

BY 

EDGAR CHANCE. 

THE following paper is abbreviated from an article on the 
same subject which appeared in Country Life for October 
26th, 1918, pp. 354-5. As there is much discrepancy in the 
views held by ornithologists with regard to the number of 
eggs laid by a single hen Cuckoo, it seems worth while to 
recapitulate the facts. Fuller details can be ascertained by 
those who care to consult the original article. 

Perhaps T may be allowed to say that except in the case of 
those Cuckoos {Cumulus e. canorus) which lay in the nests of 
Reed-Warblers (Acrocephaluss. scirpaceus), or such exceptional 
instances as the Cuckoos which lay in the nests of Red-backed 
Shrikes {Lanius coUurio) in the scattered plantations in the 
cultivated and open country roand Leipzig, where the late 
Dr. E. Rey obtained his remarkable results, it is practically 
impossible as a rule to find all the eggs of any given Cuckoo. 
This accounts for the widely differing estimates of the number 
of eggs in the clutch. 

On the south side of the Severn, not far from Bewdley, there 
is a small common about 1,500 yards in circumference, 
partially surrounded by the Wyre Forest. Two years ago I 
saw no fewer than five Cuckoo's eggs, all obviously laid by 
the same bird, within three weeks, on this ground, without 
any serious search being made, and as Cuckoos were much 
in evidence in the latter part of May 1918, I determined 
to make * thorough search of the locality. On June 3rd I 
came across a nest of the Meadow-Pipit {Anthus pratensis) 
containing two fresh eggs and one of the Cuckoo. (The 
Pipit subsequently laid two more eggs.) Within an hour 
I found a second Meadow-Pipit's nest.which also contained 
two fresh eggs and another egg of the same Cuckoo. On the 
following evening (June 4th) I came across a nest of the 
Sky-Lark {Alauda a. arvensis) with two fresh eggs and a third 
egg of the same Cuekoo. As all three eggs were practically 
fresh, and were found within twenty-four hours, they must 
have been laid within a very short period of one another. On 
June 8th-9th I failed to find any more Cuckoo's eggs, but 
foTind a Sky-Lark's nest with incubated eggs. However, on 
June 15th I flushed a Meadow-Pipit from a nest with two eggs 
and a fourth of the Cuckoo already mentioned. One of the 
Pipit's eggs had been slightly damaged, apparently by the 
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beak of the Cuckoo. On June 16th, accompanied bjr two 
friends and a Collie dog, we resumed the search, and were 
successful in discovering three Pipit's nests, each of which 
contained a Cuckoo's egg. In the first were three eggs 
(about four days incubated) and one of the Cuckoo ; the 
second held four eggs (about five days incubated) and a 
sixth egg of the same Cuckoo; but the next nest, which 
contained one egg of both Pipit and Cuckoo, showed that a 
second hen Cuckoo was occupying this territory, as the 
Cuckoo's egg was of quite a different type. As this was 
the only Meadow-Pipit's nest we had found on the common 
without an egg of Cuckoo No. 1, I took the two eggs and 
replaced them by a couple of Tree-Pipit's eggs, which I 
happened to be carrying. This ruse succeeded, for on June 
21st one of the Pipit's eggs had disappeared, and in its place 
lay the seventh egg of the first Cuckoo. The Pipit's nest 
was wet and cold, and had evidently been forsaken. 

On June 22nd we came across a young Cuckoo about six 
days old, in a Meadow-Pipit's nest in a hole quite 8 inches 
deep, so that it must have been a task of great difficulty for 
the Cuckoo to eject the nestlings. On the same afternoon 
another Meadow-Pipit was flushed from a nest with one of her 
own eggs, and one of each of the two Cuckoos. The following 
evening (June 23rd) I watched a male Meadow-Pipit feed a hen 
on a neatly hidden nest with three Pipit's eggs and one of the 
second Cuckoo. June 29th proved a blank day, but on the 
30th a Meadow-Pipit was again flushed from a nest with three 
of her own eggs and one from each of the two Cuckoos : all 
the eggs were about four days incubated. 

In spite of the restricted area and systematic searching, at 
least one nest was overlooked, for on July 6th I watched a 
pair of Pipits which appeared to have young, and soon found 
the nest, which, however, proved to contain a six-days old 
Cuckoo. Unfortunately it is impossible to say to which 
hen Cuckoo the presence of this young bird was due, or 
whether both had laid. Later visits only confirmed the 
impression that no other Cuckoo's eggs were laid on the 
common this year, and a Meadow-Pipit's nest with eggs on 
June 30th hatched off without being victimized. 

Assuming that the young bird found on June 22nd was part 
of the produce of the first Cuckoo, it is evident that her 
clutch must have consisted of ten eggs at least, of which nine 
were identified with certainty, while there is a possibility 
that the second young Cuckoo also belonged to her, in which 
case the full clutch would amount to eleven. The second bird 
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was proved to have laid four eggs, probably five, if the second 
young bird be ascribed to her. The smallness of the clutch 
in this case may have been due to age and diminishing fertility. 
I do not think it would be possible to find any other Meadow-
Pipit's nests within a mile of the common in question, owing 
to the nature of the surrounding country, and as all the 
evidence tends to show that each hen Guckoo deposits her 
eggs within a very restricted area, it seems probable that these 
figures represent the full clutches of the two individual birds 
in question, though I have no decided opinion with respect 
to the second bird. With regard to the dates of laying, I 
estimate that the eggs of Cuckoo No. 1 were laid as follows : 
Pour eggs between June 1st and 4th ; one each on June 8th. 
10th, 13th, 15th, 18th and 25th. 

From observations of this particular bird I am inclined 
to believe that the hen Cuckoo discovers the nests of those 
dupes which she regards as suitable for rearing her young, 
by a process of watching and searching, and that a certain 
amount of control can be exercised over the reproductive 
organs, so that the eggs are laid on dates to suit the require
ments of the fosterers. It is quite possible also that the 
number of eggs in the clutch is regulated by the number of 
nests of suitable dupes found ; though, of course, in eases of 
emergency Cuckoos will sometimes make use of obviously 
unsuitable fosterers. 


