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ON THE BREEDING-HABITS OF THE TURNSTONE 
AS OBSERVED IN SPITSBERGEN.* 

BY 

A. H. PAGET WILKES, B.A., M.B.O.U. 
THE problem of the geographical races of birds is considered 
to-day to be of great importance in the study of ornithology. 
Curiously enough, so far as can be ascertained up to the 
present, that most cosmopolitan of species, the Turnstone 
(Arenaria interpres interpres) shows no tendency to separate 
into geographical forms beyond the one found in arctic North 
America, A. interpres morinella. The Turnstone is found on 
almost all the shores of the world, at almost all seasons of the 
year. Perhaps it is the powers of travel of this "farfugl," 
that has proved the factor in keeping the bird to two forms 
all the world over. On the other hand, the Turnstone 
presents a more intricate and interesting problem in its 
uneven breeding range. A glance at the map shows how 
abnormal this range is compared with a bird of the same 
family—the Grey Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius). Colonel 
Feilden found the Turnstone breeding in Grant Land, 
Lat. 830 N.—the most northerly land on the globe (Ibis, 
1905, p. 544) and yet it breeds commonly in the Baltic and 
there is a doubtful record from north Portugal (Tait). Yet 
still it does not breed in France or the British Isles and only 
in the north of Iceland (Slater, Birds of Iceland, p. 86). 
Hantzsch records it as a resident in Iceland (Vogelwell 
Islands, p. 268), von Zedlitz as a possible breeder in the 
Spitsbergen Archipelago (J.f.O., 1911, p. 323) and Koettlitz 
as a wanderer to Franz Josef Land (May 27th, 1896, Jackson-
Harmsworth Expedition). Some people would have us 
believe that its main breeding grounds are further south, but 
not only the work of the Oxford University Expedition but 
also the experiences of men like von Middendorf in the 
Taimyr and Boganida, Pearson on Waigatz and Popham on 
the Yenisei (Ibis, 1898, p. 199) disprove that theory. It is 
evidently common in Greenland from the reports of Manniche 
and Winge as well as from the older authority, Holboll, who 
states that it breeds in north and south Greenland. 

The following observations were made on the ornithological 
expedition sent out by the University of Oxford to the 
Spitsbergen Archipelago in the spring of 1921. The Turnstone 
was observed to occur sporadically in Ice Fjord but these 
observations come entirely from their breeding grounds in 
Liefde Bay, north-west Spitsbergen. In all some twenty-
pairs of birds were seen and no less than nineteen nests of 
eggs or young in down discovered between the dates 

* Forming No. 3 of the " Results of the Oxford University 
Expedition to Spitsbergen." 



VOL. xv.] BREEDING-HABITS OF TURNSTONE. 173 

June 3rd-8th and another nest would undoubtedly have been 
found but for the blunder of one of our assistants. The 
Presqu'ile de Rennes, which forms the western littoral of 
Liefde Bay, consists of barren tundra and stone-covered 
wastes with a few scattered tarns inland, round which we saw 
Grey Phalaropes, Sanderlings (Crocethia alba) and the Purple 
Sandpiper (Erolia maritima). No vegetation occurs beyond 
the two types of dwarf willow (about an inch in height) and 
saxifrages, Dryas, etc. For the most part the Presqu'ile de 
Rennes consists of stones. Off the Peninsula lie two or three 
groups of islands—the Station Islands, the Canards and the 
Mouettes. On all these islands we found the Turnstone 
breeding. 

I propose to deal not with each individual site and the 
behaviour of each pair of birds, but with the various (such 
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as they were) types ot site and to make some general remarks 
on the breeding Turnstones of this region, supporting these 
by such individual instances as are necessary. 

The first site was on an island and the nest contained three 
eggs. The island was about a hundred yards long by about 
fifty broad and was absolutely devoid of cover save for two 
large boulders. It was occupied by Arctic Terns (Sterna 
paradiscea) and Grey Phalaropes. As soon as we saw the 
bird we lay down at one end of the island. The bird flew 
from one boulder over the nest to the edge of the water 
beyond it several, times uttering the attack note. Then it 
became silent and gradually ran close to the nest and finally 
right on to the eggs from which we flushed it. The eggs were 
some twenty paces from the sea either way and were on 
the point of hatching. At this nest we never saw both birds, 
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as we did in every other case. The cup was a very flat 
depression among small stones on a small ridge of dry, red mud. 
Six other nests were found on islands. One was about thirty 
yards from the sea on another small island. Another was 
five yards from the sea on a big island three-quarters of a 
mile long. Another was ten yards from some shore ice on 
the west side of this island and another about five yards from 
ice on the east side, and the last was about a hundred yards 
from the sea. On another large island I found one pair only 
one hundred yards from the sea. All these nests were in 

TURNSTONE I MALE ON GUARD. 

(Photographed by Seton Gordon.) 

much the same bare, stony, wind-swept positions, very similar 
I should imagine to the positions used by the Grey Plover 
(Squatarola squatarola) and the kind of ground on which 
Pearson found both the Turnstone and Grey Plover breeding 
on Kolguev (Ibis, 1896, p. 217). After we had discovered our 
first nest on the island we were rowed back to the sloop and 
on from there to the mainland about half a mile distant. 
One section of the party went further afield to shoot, and 
Mr. Jourdain and I, after spotting another pair of Turnstones, 
waited behind to watch them to their nest. We had only 
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taken five minutes watching our bird on the island, so that 
we were feeling hopeful. Unfortunately we sat down to 
watch within a few yards of the eggs so only found them by 
shifting our position. This took in all some twenty minutes. 
Two more nests we found quickly and easily inland, in this 
part, back about 200-300 yards from the sea and two more 
further on, down by the sea—say 100 yards from it. The 
land in this part had not long been free from snow and 
presented that crushed and bare appearance that earth has 
after snow and frost. There were extraordinary circular 
and oval patches of a kind of red mud here and there, often 
constituting a miniature mound, and sometimes the nests 

TURNSTONE I FEMALE APPROACHING EGGS. 

(Photographed by Seton Gordon.) 

were on these. At other times they were not, but merely on 
low, flat ground among the small stones. One nest here was 
in a little fold in the ground so that when the hen ran on we 
lost sight of her. Most of the others we watched right on to 
the eggs. It is most interesting to note that in spite of 
the presence of large and small boulders and stones the 
Turnstone in Spitsbergen does not lay its eggs under the 
shelter of this somewhat scanty cover or in the small holes or 
pockets in the soil but chooses perfectly open and bare, wind
swept places for its breeding-sites. The remaining nests 
which we found later in the week were scattered along the 
shore of the Presqu'ile de Rennes for some six miles. The 
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average distance between the pairs was about three-quarters 
of a mile. This of course did not hold good in the colony, where 
some five or six pairs were nesting within a radius of half a 
mile. One of the nests in the colony was in a curious place. 
A stream running down from some higher ground had branched 
into many parts and had intersected the soft, low-lying 
ground so that miniature islands were formed about 3 feet in 
height above the level of the muddy bottom of the stream. 
On one of these hard mud islands a Turnstone had laid her 

TURNSTONE : FEMALE COVERING EGGS. 

(Photographed by Seton Gordon.) 

eggs. It was only 3 yards by 2 yards ; with the mud-trickle 
all round it. I noted that in all the nests the beautiful, green 
eggs lay with their pointed ends together in the centre. 
Some of the hard browns and greys with which the eggs' were 
marked showed up in delicate and lovely contrast to the 
exquisite green of the ground-colour, and were a sight to 
gladden any ornithologist's heart. This nest was very quickly 
found owing to the help of a Richardson's Skua (Stercorarius 
parasiticus) which came up to have a look at the Turnstone's 
eggs, and was so persistently harried by the hen bird that by 
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her anxiety she gave away the approximate location of her 
eggs. We then watched her. These desperate attacks on 
the Skuas, and indeed on all intruders, we noticed at several 
sites, particularly at a site on the Canard Islands. Every 
bird that came near the eggs, which were on the point of 
hatching, the Turnstones attacked until they had driven 
them away, and certainly the Skuas were easily deterred from 
further investigation of the eggs. 

As to the habits of the male and female Turnstones when 

TURNSTONE : FEMALE INCUBATING. 

(Photographed by Seton Gordon.) 

breeding the following observations may be of interest. 
Firstly, the brighter colours of the cock are most noticeable, 
especially the orange and also the difference in shape of the 
black gorget. With a good pair of glasses no mistake ought 
to be made. The cock's note is much stronger and fuller than 
the hen's. The notes are very metallic and consist of two 
kinds, an alarm note (private) and an attack note (public). 
The former is just one note sounding like " tche " and is 
repeated once or twice with a two-second interval. The 
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attack note is somewhat like " tche-wick ... tche-wick, tche-
wi-i-i-i-i-i-ck." This with a one-second interval between the 
first two double syllables. The succession of " i's " stand for 
a rippling note which it is impossible to reproduce on paper. 

Both sexes incubate, but when the eggs are fresh or partly 
incubated the hen seems to brood and the cock stands on guard. 
When the eggs were within a day or two of hatching or were 
just chipping we invariably found the cock incubating, and 
when the young were out we always found the cock looking 
after the family and the hen with her duller plumage and 
weaker notes, on guard. These characteristics observed in 
the cases of nineteen pairs should form a useful basis for 
further research. 

When the nest is approached the first indication is one 
of the birds standing on guard anything from half a mile to 
fifty yards from its sitting mate. Sometimes we found that it 
gave the quiet alarm note to its fellow and then turned on us 
with the full blast of Turnstone invective, and at other times 
we found that we got the attack first and that after the bird 
thought it had given us something to think about, it turned 
tail and warned its mate, returning to us almost at once. 
When the cock got alarmed by our approach he would come 
very close, and I have had a cock Turnstone within three 
paces of me. The hen I noticed was more diffident of approach 
and usually kept a respectful distance. The bird on guard 
usually selected a large stone or boulder to watch for the 
approach of danger, and when one came near either flew 
away in a semicircle or flew over one's head to a position hard 
by, but always tried to find some kind of eminence from which 
to sound his attack note. I call it the attack note because 
the moment one showed any sign of retreat he would follow 
with redoubled vocal efforts until one was well off his ground. 

On flushing the cock bird from four young in down on the 
Mouettes Islands I was shown an example of his tenacity and 
intelligence. I had taken the young birds away in my pocket 
and had run back to the boat across a neck of land some three 
hundred yards broad. The cock chased me a little way and 
then disappeared. On reaching the sea, however, on the other 
side of the small peninsula, I immediately saw the cock fly 
round the point and make straight for me, and he stood and 
chattered at me until we rowed away in the boat. The hen 
put in no appearance at all. 

When the bird on guard had given the alarm the sitting 
bird, as far as we could see, flew directly off the eggs, or at 
any rate only ran a yard or two before taking to flight and 
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then with the bird on guard circled round us, all the time 
making the attack note, or regarded us silently from some 
point of vantage. If one got seventy or a hundred yards 
away from the nest, and lay down, the incubating bird would 
indulge in a number of circuitous runs in the neighbourhood 
of the nest, and finally in quite a short time run straight to 
them, and we often had the sitting bird under our glasses. 
We then walked up and flushed the bird, the eggs being quite 
easy to find. One pair near the shore were very wild, and the 
moment we got on our feet from watching the bird on, she 
got up off the eggs so quickly that we could not mark the 
place. The reason for this was that Mr. Brown had watched 
this pair on to some chipping eggs an hour or so previously 
—a fact which we did not then know. Again on one of the 
islands we watched a pair whose behaviour puzzled us, but 
soon discovered that there were four young birds being looked 
after by the cock. The moment he was flushed the young 
birds scattered in all directions, and on our lying down again 
came back under the fatherly wing. Before I discovered 
that the cock incubated in the last stages I patiently watched 
a hen running about, quite unconcernedly for almost an hour, 
and then suddenly jumped to the conclusion that the cock 
was sitting. When I got up the hen gave the alarm note and 
I flushed the cock from four chipping eggs. Before we had 
learnt the ways of these birds we often lost much time in 
finding the eggs by lying down to observe in a spot very 
close to the nest, and then wondering why we could not watch 
the bird on. This was put right, and by the time we left 
this country we could guarantee to find any pair of Turnstones' 
eggs inside an hour. The hen usually was the incubating 
bird and the best plan was to keep one's eye on her. Of 
course some pairs were wilder than others and it was only by 
experience that one could find the approximate centre of 
their gyrations. We should be interested to know if so many 
Turnstones' nests have been found in so limited a space of 
time. Of course the bare nature of the ground is bound to 
make the finding of the nest easier than further south. 

After one week in Liefde Bay we went south again, and 
various members of the expedition noted solitary pairs of 
Turnstones in Ice Fjord, but nowhere did we meet again 
such a colony as described. Very few records of the habits 
of this bird have come from the high north, which certainly 
seems the easiest place to study the species. At any rate, 
we felt that we had got a basis for further observation, and 
so returned home moderately satisfied. 


