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NOTES ON THE BREEDING-HABITS OF THE 
WOOD-LARK IN DORSET. 

BY 

W. J. ASHFORD. 

DURING the last few years a decided increase has been notice
able in the number of Wood-Larks (Lullula arborea) breeding 
in Dorsetshire. The heath district of the eastern portion 
of the county, where many pairs now nest annually, is un
doubtedly its headquarters ; but even here its distribution 
is anything but general and with the exception of a few 
scattered pairs might be described as consisting of small 
settlements, comprising perhaps three or four pairs of birds, 
situated a mile or more apart and linked up by single pairs ; 
a radius of but a few miles embracing the whole breeding 
area. 

Although a few pairs are to be found nesting here and there 
over the heath commons of Poole and Wimborne and a 
little further west, there are thousands of acres of apparently 
suitable ground stretching from there to Wareham and 
westward to Dorchester, where the Wood-Lark is almost, 
if not quite unknown, and I have failed entirely to find 
it in the Isle of Purbeck, many parts of which are to all 
appearance admirably suited to its requirements. 

During all my rambles of the last twenty-five years around 
Blandford and neighbourhood, I never met with the Wood-
Lark until 1920, since when, however, it has several times 
been observed and has probably nested in at least one locality. 

The nest is said to have been found many years ago near 
Bradford-Abbas*, but recent investigations in that neighbour
hood have proved fruitless. 

On the western side of the county a few pairs have been 
found nesting in recent years, and there also, as I am informed, 
they appear to be on the increase. 

As a rule the birds return to the same haunt year after year, 
usually in February and building operations commence in 
March. The earliest nest I have notes of was commenced 
during the first week of that month, and the young were 
hatched before April, but many nests are much later and do 
not hold eggs until the middle of April. 

I would advise anyone desirous of finding the nest of the 
Wood-Lark to abandon any idea of watching the birds during 
the building period, for not only is the task of keeping them 

* See Mansell Pleydell's Birds of Dorset. 
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under close observation a very difficult and tiresome one—• 
that is when the site selected is amongst short heather—but 
also frequently a time-wasting one as they often remain 
away from the nest for hours on end, while some days pass 
when scarcely a visit is paid to the nest and not a fragment of 
material added. I have only once seen a Wood-Lark actually 
carrying nest material and that bird I flushed quite accidentally 
from a newly-formed " scrape." I waited concealed for two 
hours in vain for the bird's return, but the nest was eventually, 
after eleven days, built and the eggs laid. I have only 
noticed this dilatory behaviour with first nests ; that later 
nests or second or third attempts are, or can be, completed 
within the space of two or three days, I have proved more 
than once. 

Perhaps the most interesting discovery that I have made in 
connection with the nesting habits of the Wood-Lark is that 
relating to the construction of a screen or canopy over the 
nest. I am unable to find any previous mention of this, 
so venture to describe what I think may be a new and interest
ing habit. 

In the latter part of March, 1921, I had under observation 
a pair of Wood-Larks which I knew were nesting, and although 
unaware of the exact site, I was quite confident of discovering 
the nest when visiting the spot early in April, owing to finding 
the male by himself and under circumstances which, from 
previous experience, left no doubt in my mind that he had 
a sitting mate close by. A few steps flushed the female 
at my feet, revealing a nest, the four eggs on which she had 
just commenced to sit being visible from one side only. My 
first impression was that a small accidental accumulation of 
bents and dry grass blocked my view from the other side, 
but a closer examination showed that this was not so, for the 
nest, instead of showing the usual cup-like formation, was 
" built up " on one side to a height of about four inches and 
then " arched over," forming a canopy of firmly interlaced 
bents, a little lichen and fine wiry heather twigs. It speaks 
well for the architecture of this nest that I examined it in 
the following December and found the canopy still firmly 
intact. A second nest similarly constructed by another pair 
of birds was found later on about half a mile from the first, 
while in a third, on June 8th, the five young were enjoying 
the protection from the heat of the sun afforded by this 
dome-like structure. 

In the case of the first nests of April it can hardly be supposed 
that the heat of the sun would have caused sufficient 
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inconvenience to either the sitting bird or the young to 
account (or such building precautions. Many theories might 
be advanced as an explanation but after examining over thirty 
nests, three only of which have been constructed with the 
canopy as described above, I am unable to offer any satis
factory reason for what I think must be an unusual habit. 

In these parts various situations are chosen for nesting 
purposes. I have known the nest situated in an open patch 
in a garden shrubbery not many yards from the front door 
of a house. At other times the spot chosen is miles away 
from any habitation on the desolate moor, but never of 
course in a treeless part. The majority of nests which I have 
found have been built in short heather, but I have noticed 
that the birds not infrequently prefer a patch or strip of rough 
grass should such a one occur on or bordering the heath land. 
It so happens sometimes that a nest built openly amongst 
dead bracken stems, although clearly exposed to view at the 
time the bird begins to sit, becomes entirely sheltered and quite 
invisible before the young are ready to leave, owing to the 
luxuriant growth of new green bracken having sprung up 
in the meantime. In such circumstances it is, of course, 
impossible to watch the birds to the nest. 

The number of eggs is usually four, yet sets of three only 
are fairly frequent with first clutches. A five clutch, as far 
as my experience goes, only occurs in later nests and not very 
often then, for I have only known that number three times 
and it is somewhat remarkable that in each case all fiVe 
hatched, seeing that at least one addled egg is very usual 
even with clutches of three, and I have known a case where 
only one egg of a clutch of three hatched, the remaining two 
showing no sign of fertility. This state of affairs is perhaps 
attributable to the weather, which is often treacherous with 
severe frosts during the first incubation period (March-April) 
but more favourable to a complete hatch later on. 

The eggs vary greatly in size, shape, colour and character 
of markings, but all in the clutch are generally, though not 
always, true to type. 

Each pair of birds seems persistent in rearing at least two 
broods, but many nests meet with disaster, and nestlings are 
often destroyed by Crows, Magpies, Jays or Stoats. In one 
case a Little Owl was probably the culprit, in another a 
Hobby {Falco s. subbuteo) which I had twice noticed passing 
dangerously close on his evening " beat," I believe discovered 
and took a whole family, for they disappeared with remarkable 
suddenness. In 1920 a nest containing eggs upon which the bird 
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had commenced to sit was flooded out by a heavy downpour 
of rain following the terrific hail-storm on the afternoon of 
April 4th. I visited this nest immediately after the storm 
was over and found the bird still on the nest though surrounded 
and almost buried from view by sleet and hailstones, which 
on leaving she scattered in all directions, exposing to view 
the nest half full of water with eggs at the bottom. A few 
seconds later it was completely swamped and needless to say 
she never returned. 

Another nest the same year contained three young, two of 
which were dead, the third in extremis. An examination 
showed them to be infested with myriads of minute parasites. 
The parent birds still continued their visits to the nest with 
food and as I sat watching from a distance the male suddenly 
rose in the air and sang delightfully for several minutes, 
oblivious of the tragedy below. 

That the female Wood-Lark occasionally sings I have very 
little doubt, yet I have been unable to satisfy myself entirely 
on this point owing to the proximity of other pairs of birds. 
Although incubation is said to be performed solely by the 
female, which is perhaps correct, there is reason to believe 
that the male occasionally relieves her, for I have watched 
him brooding the newly-hatched young for several minutes 
immediately following his visit to the nest with food. This 
occurred one cold evening in April when I was able to crawl 
to within three or four feet of the nest and watch him at very 
close-quarters. 

Strange as it may seem, I. have known a Cuckoo to deposit 
its egg in the nest of a Wood-Lark shortly after the young 
had vacated the nest! 

The young, like those of the Sky-Lark, have three black 
tongue-spots which are conspicuous from birth. After' 
leaving the nest the young remain in hiding for a few 
days until able to fly and it is then that the parents become 
extremely elusive during their visits to and fro with food, 
often seeming to appear on the scene from " nowhere," and 
vanishing in an equally mysterious manner. This is of 
course to be explained by the bird's cunning in dodging 
about through the bare patches amongst the heather, at the 
same time taking advantage of any irregularity of the ground 
to get away unobserved. I once had under observation a 
bird which on leaving the nest after feeding the young almost 
invariably made use of a cart-rut, along which it ran for the 
distance of several yards before taking flight. The behaviour 
of another pair of birds was so puzzling, baffling all attempts 
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at finding the nest that at last, determined not to be outwitted, 
I started off with a companion bent on solving the mystery. 
On arriving at the haunt we took up our position under a 
grand old Scotch fir commanding an excellent view of the 
situation. It was not long before the female arrived on the 
scene, first alighting on the topmost twig of a small sapling 
some sixty yards distant and then flying down into the 
short heather. We kept our attention centred in this direction 
for fully a quarter of an hour and not having seen a sign of 
her in the meanwhile we decided to commence a search. As 
we rose, the bird flew up at our feet! The nest was just in 
front of us with young newly hatched. With amazing cunning 
the bird had crept through the heather from the place where 
we first lost sight of her and had managed to reach her destina
tion unobserved in spite of the fact that we were within a 
very few feet of the nest all the time. 

After the nesting season is over family parties consisting 
of parents and young still remain for several weeks in the 
vicinity of their nesting places, or at times join forces with a 
similar party from the next haunt, and as these parties and 
gatherings are frequently to be met with later on and even 
throughout the winter months, it seems probable that in 
mild seasons, at any rate, they seldom wander far from their 
old haunts. 


