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A NOTE ON T H E NESTING OF T H E WHIMBREL. 
BY 

WILLIAM E. GLEGG. 

THE status of the Whimbrel (Numenius ph. phceopus), on the 
island of the Shetland group where the accompanying photo
graphs were obtained, must be defined as a rare breeding bird ; 
the local bird man, who possesses a sound knowledge of the 
birds of his locality, used the words very rare. On the wide 
expanse of very wild moor to which this Shetlander conducted 
me there were probably not more than two pairs of this species. 
A friend living in the north of Scotland, who knew the birds 
of Shetland well, gave me two localities only for the Whimbrel, 
namely Noss and Hascosay; from personal observation I 
know that none nested on the former last year and I am 
informed that they do not appear to be nesting on either of 
these islands this year (1923). From my own observations 
and information derived from others the Whimbrel is now a 
rare nesting species in the Shetland Islands. Apparently 
Dr. Saxby considered the species to be common, for he states 
in his Birds of Shetland: "The Whimbrel breeds freely in 
Shetland, and is still nearly as abundant in Yell and Hascosea 
as at the time of Mr. Hewitson's visit many years ago." 
If this statement was correct there must have been a very 
serious decrease of the number of breeding birds. The 
tenant of the pastures of one locality informed me that 
whereas five years ago he found twenty nests of Curlew and 
Whimbrel now he only found one. The decrease of the 
Whimbrel is coincident with the remarkable increase of 
Great and Arctic Skuas. 

The. locality now under consideration is a good example 
of the Shetland moorland at its wildest, being composed of 
wide stretches covered with cotton grass, dwarf heather and 
moss, broken up with a labyrinth of deep and difficult moss-
hags, many containing water. The long valley is enclosed 
by hills rising to 600 ft. on the east and 400 ft. on the west. 
The latter, on which I found the Whimbrel's nest, is much 
less steep than on the east, bears more cotton grass and is 
much more swampy. 

My first attempt, with the native, to find the nest was 
unsuccessful,, although on our return through mist we heard 
the " Titterel." Subsequent visits although without result 
narrowed the question to two probable nesting sites. On 
n t h June, 1923, I found a nest containing three eggs. The 
nest, which was practically without material, was placed 



RETURNING TO THE NEST WITH RAPID STRIDES. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 



NEST OF WHIMBREL, 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 



PREPARING TO SETTLE ON THE EGGS. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 



WELL SETTLED DOWK. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 
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in the middle of what might be described as a knob oi heather, 
the centre of this being hollowed out, whether by the birds 
or otherwise I do not know. The knob of heather was growing 
on a tiny knoll of peat, which was surrounded by very swampy 
ground. Inside the tent, which was a yard or two from the 
nest, the pressure of my feet made small pools of water, and 
just behind, had I not been wearing wading boots, I would 
have been well over the boot tops. 

In its nesting haunts the Whimbrel is a very confiding bird 
and will allow the observer to approach almost within photo
graphing distance, but there can be little doubt that this 
forms part of the bird's clever methods of hiding the locality 
of the nest. As a result of my observations I formed the 
opinion that the bird not sitting must keep a watch on the 
surrounding country from some elevated position. About a 
mile from and on my route to the nest another pair was 
stationed, probably nesting, and on one occasion one of this 
pair followed me over this distance, dropping to the ground 
close to me and calling repeatedly, and did not relinquish 
its attentions until well within the territory of the other pair. 
As this rendered the task of finding the nest photographed, 
more difficult, on my next visit to the moor I gave the territory 
of the nearer mir a wide berth, and when about half a mile 
from the territory of the nest I was suddenly greeted by the 
call of a Whimbrel, which dogged my footsteps persistently 
and noisily until I reached the locality of the nest. I concluded 
that the bird had flown to meet me and that this forms part 
of a clever method of confusing the nest seeker. I have heard 
it stated that the fact of a Whimbrel flying round with 
vibrating wings and calling indicates that nesting is in 
progress; this is no doubt so, but it does not necessarily 
indicate the proximity of the nest. The nest was eventually 
found somewhat fortuitously; while proceeding to put up 
my tent in another direction I disturbed a Whimbrel and 
later a second. Completing the erection of the tent I got 
inside and was able to keep both birds in view and within a 
few minutes of my disappearance one bird moved down the 
hillside and disappeared in a suspicious manner, while the 
other made a tour of inspection round the tent. Both birds 
seem to have been almost instantly deceived by my disap
pearance, and this suggests that this species must be almost 
devoid of memory. On my reappearance the bird rose from 
where it had disappeared and finding the nest was an easy 
matter. While putting up the tent the female, I suppose, 
was very bold, coming within a few feet of the nest. On the 
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following day the bird was on its nest within ten minutes 
of my entering the tent. No noise that I could produce, 
vocally or otherwise, moved her in the least and she was 
equally indifferent to the periodical inspection of the lens 
which was necessitated by the rain and mist driving over the 
moor. She was almost equally indifferent to a stick pushed 
under the canvas towards her. When returning to the nest 
the Whimbrel did so with rapid strides, suggestive of complete 
confidence and the photographer had to be on the alert to 
get the desired attitude. While sett ing down the very white 
rump was displayed and, when finally in a comfortable 
position, part of the long bill was hidden in the heather. 
I was in the tent on two days and on each occasion the sitting 
bird only once uttered any sound. On the first day she 
uttered a single whistle and on the second occasion a note 
resembling a Curlew call. Once, without apparent reason, 
she sprang suddenly into the air, straight from the nest. 
During several hours' watch I never got a glimpse of the 
other bird and very rarely heard it. 

Close to the Whimbrel's nest was that of a Red Grouse 
with eight eggs; this species, introduced, is very scarce in 
this locality, and a little farther off was a Hooded Crow's 
nest in a moss-hag 

While in the tent I could hear the reeling of the Dunlin, 
the " yup-pa " of the Snipe, the plaintive call of the Golden 
Plover, the rippling cry 01 the Curlew, the harsh tone of the 
Hooded Crow and the querulous trisyllable of the Arctic Skua. 


