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FIELD NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS ON THE 
GREENSHANK. 

BY 

NORMAN GILROY. 

IT was as far back as 1902 that I went north with the serious 
purpose of studying the Greenshank (Tringa nebularia) in 
its nesting haunts, but it was not until 1906 that I achieved 
my first success, and that in spite of four seasons' downright 
hard work. For the Greenshank is not a bird whose acquaint
ance is readily made—although in the particular area visited 
there were abundant pairs. The country is so vast and so 
difficult to work, the birds themselves are so extraordinarily 
wary and the information at one's disposal concerning them 
so crude and meagre that at times I was quite desperate as 
to how to begin. I had read for instance that " The nest is 
often against a stone " (which is perfectly true—as far as it 
goes !) or that " It (the nest) is generally near the edge of a 
loch or other fresh water " (which is absolute nonsense). 

In the course of four seasons I must have searched many 
thousands of stones and explored miles of the edges of lochs ! 
I watched twenty different Greenshanks—feeding, sleeping, 
flying at an immense height and disappearing ! And yet 
these years taught me a little—amongst other things that 
the Greenshank fed by preference either at the larger sheets 
of water or by a stream of considerable size, and that when 
a feeding, or resting, or unoccupied, Greenshank rises from 
one of the larger lochs and flies right away, often out of 
sight; he has gone to a point reasonably close to the nest. 

I had also definitely concluded that the nest was generally, 
if not invariably, a long way from such larger lochs. Subse
quent events proved that I was absolutely correct in my 
conclusion, although it was not until long afterwards that 
I learnt that if a Greenshank be met with, apparently 
unattached, by a small pool or at a peat-runnel, or in a 
squashy bit of " flow " ground—in fact, anywhere in a remote 
spot that is not a large sheet of water, he is in the immediate 
neighbourhood of the nest. So that nowadays, if I meet 
with a Greenshank, or a pair of them, to all intents and pur
poses at a loose end in the wildest flow in Sutherland, I am 
perfectly confident that I shall find the nest sooner or later— 
with due patience and on the right kind of ground. But of 
this I shall speak later. 

In the four successive seasons to which I have referred I 
had noted a single Greenshank feeding at a loch of moderate 
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size about ten miles from the hotel, and on May 14th, 1906, 
in a blinding storm of wind and rain, I tramped out alone 
to this loch to find the Greenshank asleep on a grassy " spit " 
on the shore. I did not disturb him, but passed on to a 
vast and very wet " flow " about one and a-half miles beyond. 

Now I had long since determined instinctively the nature 
of the ground on which I should finally find the nest, and 
this flow conformed fairly exactly to my ideas. It was 
particularly squashy, but on it were a number of dry, rather 
flat hillocks, covered with short gray moss, with a few tussocks 
of withered grass and thin heather and a stone or two here 
and there. There were two or three " dhu-lochans " on the 
flow on which the Red-throated Divers bred yearly—a remote, 
desolate spot! I stood still on one of the dry hillocks for a 
moment to look at a Grouse which had apparently just been 
killed by a Peregrine, when quite suddenly I heard, loud and 
clear, a Greenshank call overhead. I saw her pass on at a 
great height, and wondering what had made her call, I looked 
slowly round. And about four feet from where I was standing 
I saw the nest with three eggs. 

The nest itself was remarkably shallow, but was quite 
substantially built of withered grass, a heather stalk or two 
and a few dead bilberry leaves. It was placed right against 
a half-buried stone of moderate size with a wisp of heather 
growing beside it. It was nearly two miles from the feeding 
loch—but not 300 yards from a " dhu-lochan." On visiting 
the flow again on May 16th, there was neither sign nor sound 
of the Greenshank at the larger loch—but I found him at the 
little " dhu-lochan " in the immediate neighbourhood of the nest. 

The second bird was sitting and was so drenched with the 
rain that her plumage looked almost black. She remained 
absolutely motionless, facing me, and alongside the stone— 
her head lowered almost to the ground and her beady black 
eyes watching me intently. She allowed me to touch her 
before she rose from the eggs—when she was immediately 
and mysteriously joined by the male. After flying round 
for perhaps two minutes, making a deafening clamour, both 
birds went off in the direction of the large " feeding " loch. 

There were now four eggs—large and remarkably handsome 
—and I left them so that I might carefully observe the birds' 
method of return and her general behaviour at the nest. 

It was nearly ten minutes before she came back—skimming 
over the ground at a tremendous pace. She pitched first on 
a stone about twenty yards from the nest, where she preened 
her feathers and shook herself. She then started calling— 
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a loud, penetrating, insistent " Tchook-tchook-tchook 1 "—a 
note I had never heard before and which I have since ascer
tained is only and always uttered immediately before the 
Greenshank goes to her eggs—even when she leaves and 
returns to them of her own free will. This calling she kept 
up for four minutes exactly—then she shook herself again, 
ran lightly off the stone and on to her eggs, which she touched 
gently with her bill before settling down. This first success 
after so many fruitless years was naturally very gratifying, 
in spite of the very considerable element of luck attending it 
—and I became a degree more confident as to the future. 

During 1906 I found three more nests, all in ground of a 
precisely similar nature, and calling for no particular comment, 
but I was far from being satisfied as regards a definite system 
or method to be observed. The conclusions arrived at were, 
roughly :— 

That probably the best method of locating the nesting 
area of the Greenshank is to arrive in the district early in 
the season, before laying can possibly have commenced. At 
this period the birds are noisy and easily located, and by 
careful watching the actual ground chosen for the site of 
the nest may be marked by the periodical visits of the birds 
to its near neighbourhood. 

That, as is the case with nearly all the allied Limicoke, it 
is a great thing to disturb the birds from dry ground. 

That suitable ground is the key to the whole situation— 
and that must be within a reasonable distance of a pool or 
squashy place to which the young can be taken immediately 
they are hatched, and to which the non-sitting bird can 
repair when it is expedient for it to be close to the nest. 

But these conclusions did not fully materialize until many 
years afterwards, nor until many new facts had come to my 
knowledge. 

In 1907 and again in 1908 I paid further longish visits to the 
north. The results were somewhat disappointing—and without 
adding appreciably to what I had already learnt, did a good 
deal towards weakening some of the theories I had established. 

In 1937 I found a nest on May 16th, at 9 o'clock at night, 
after watching a bird (presumably the male) from 10.45 a.m. 
until 7.50 p.m. in a bitter nor'-easter with blinding rain. 
During that time he fed periodically, slept, preened his 
feathers, stood quite still on one leg, but not asleep, became 
very restless once or twice, running along the bank and 
through the reeds rapidly—and called occasionally, some
times in a startled fashion, sometimes softly and contentedly. 
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He was once very angry when a drake Wigeon which was 
swimming in the loch landed on the bank beside him. The 
Greenshank attacked him vigorously and drove him back to 
the water. At 7 45 the Greenshank became very noisy and 
excited—left the loch altogether and ran up on to a high, 
bare bank. Then without warning he rose and flew quite 
silently at a moderate height in a westerly direction for 
nearly two miles, when I lost him in the clouds. I imme
diately followed, and found him at another very small tarn, 
quite stagnant, reed-fringed and squashy. He was now 
curiously alert, and I determined to devote another hour to 
him. I was about to lie down behind a rock half-buried in the 
hillside when I was startled by hearing close to me the clear, 
piercing and insistent cry which I had already learned pos
sessed such an intense significance—"^Tchook-tchook-tchook !" 
it rang out, never ceasing for a moment. 

The light was horrible, but I soon picked her up on the 
top of a large boulder—very bedraggled and wretched looking. 

In five minutes she was on the nest—a raised platform 
between two stones, on a dry, bare hillside 300 yards from the 
water. It was quite a considerable structure of withered grass, 
heather stalks and bilberry leaves, carefully mat ted together— 
but this was accounted for by the undoubted occupation of the 
previous year's site—the old materials being there and a large 
fragment of shell. The four eggs were perfectly fresh. 

I had discovered sufficient of this particular pair to satisfy 
me for the time being—I reached home at 11.30 p.m. But 
—I watched them in 1908 and again in 1920 in precisely the 
same way and at 9 o'clock p.m., the male was fast asleep ! 

A second Greenshank's nest was shown to me in 1907 near 
Bettyhill. I t was at least three miles from any water—was 
on the extreme top of a hill about 400 ft. high, and the eggs 
were laid without any provision or protection whatever 
amongst rough, gravelly stones, like those of a Ringed Plover. 
The sitting bird (I did not see a second one at all) could be 
seen from a distance of 400 yards clearly against the sky-line. 

In 1908 I found two nests by searching likely ground and 
without any assistance from the birds at all. I had no 
further opportunity of pursuing my researches' until 1919, 
when I made two interesting discoveries. The first of these 
was tha t the Greenshank occasionally, but very rarely, will 
nest on wet ground, and the second that as long as her nesting-
site pleases her she is quite careless of the human presence. 

With regard to the first-mentioned, I had watched a pair 
of birds leave a feeding loch on three separate occasions and 
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disappear out of sight always in the same direction. Imme
diately after the third occasion, in the course of a casual 
conversation with a gamekeeper, I learned that when out 
watching for foxes on the previous night he had disturbed a 
Greenshank which was exceedingly noisy. He took me out 
to within a mile or so of the spot, and to my surprise I found 
that it was almost exactly where I had lost my birds. I 
accordingly followed the line as nearly as possible, and sure 
enough I found the Greenshanks on a very wet flow nearly 
four miles from the feeding loch. Both birds were very cautious 
and alert and at once took to wing on my approach. How
ever, one of them came back swiftly and silently about twenty 
minutes afterwards and after calling in the now familiar 
fashion, ran on to her eggs. She had only two, and the nest 
was a mere hollow scraped out in a dry, hard peat tussock in 
the middle of a very wet flow. On visiting this nest three 
days afterwards I found that bird, eggs and nest had been 
destroyed—presumably by a fox. 

On the way home I made my second discovery—for I 
flushed a Greenshank from a pit on the side of the main 
coach road to Lairg, in which the stone-breakers had recently 
been at work and in which there was a heap of metal ready 
for removal. There was a mound in this pit, thinly grown 
with gray moss, with a couple of burnt heather stems, and 
on this mound I found the nest with one egg. This was on 
May 21st. On May 26th I went out again on a motor bicycle 
and stopped dead by the pit. The bird was now sitting on 
four eggs and did not move until I touched her with my stick. 

In 1920 the weather was so appalling that after ten days' 
fearful work I gave it up and went off to the Orkneys—but I 
found four nests with young just hatched on my way back 
on June 3rd. 

But it was in 1921 that, in a new area, I practically completed 
my observations—and in 1922 that I brought them to a 
victorious conclusion. In 1921 I spent three weeks in a very 
remote part of Inverness-shire—on the shores af a very large 
loch on which I located seven pairs of Greenshanks. 

I may say at once that the seventh pair beat me ! One of 
these days I may describe how I beat the other six—and 
how in 1922 I found a Greenshank's nest on the top of a 
hummock over 30 inches from the ground—but I think that 
for the present I have said enough to show that the Green
shank is not a species to tackle with a light heart. Even now, 
after all these years, I consider the nest to be the most difficult 
to find of any species breeding in the British Islands. 
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