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T H E STATUS OF T H E WATEH-PIPIT IN 
ENGLAND. 

BY 

H. G. ALEXANDER. 

IT is some years now since Mr. M. J. Nicoll first pointed out 
that the Water-Pipit (Anthus s. spinoletta) was a fairly regular 
visitor to the coast of south-east England. I have several 
times seen shrill-voiced Pipits, of the general colour of the 
Rock-Pipit (A. s. petrosus) but showing some white in the sides 
of the tail, along the coast near Dungeness between October 
and March ; and in British Birds, Vol. XL, p. 231, I recorded 
a bird of this species which I suspected to be A. s. spinoletta 
heard and seen at Cambridge sewage farm on October 10th, 
1915. Moreover, when I was living within reach of the 
Rother levels, on the borders of Kent and Sussex, in 1918 and 
1919, I three times saw birds which I believed to be Water-
Pipits, on March 8th, 1918, February 12th, 1919, and April 6th, 
1919. But I hardly expected to continue to see these birds 
when I came to live in the Midlands. 

However, I saw and heard a single bird of this species on 
November 21st, 1919, at the Upper Bittell reservoir, north 
Worcestershire ; and although in 1920 I did not observe any, 
in 1921 one bird at least was present at the same place on 
the following dates: September 30th, October 13th, Octo
ber 27th, November 24th. But on all these occasions they 
behaved most tantalizingly ; either they would fly over my 
head, shrilly calling, and perhaps settle at the far side of the 
reservoir (the bird seen on November 24th, 1921, flew right 
over and went steadily away to the south-east), or they would 
suddenly rise from trie mud near me and fly right of! before 
I could see their colour, or notice whether they had any white 
tail-feathers. 

In 1922, again, I saw none ; and last autumn (1923) I had a 
similar tantalizing experience at Reading sewage farm, which 
I visited on October n t h with Mr. J. L. Hawkins. A Pipit 
flew over us making the characteristic spinoletta note, and we 
saw it settle, but before we could get to the place a cart had 
passed, and the Pipit had disappeared. 

However, at last, on October 18th, at the Upper Bittell 
reservoir, I had an excellent view of three birds. It was a 
very wet day, which perhaps caused them to behave rather 
differently from usual. I happened to notice a bird walking 
by the edge of the water, and as I was nearly hidden by some 



VOL. XVII.] STATUS OF THE WATER-PIPIT. 305 

bushes it did not seem to notice me. Two similar birds were 
feeding beyond it, and they sometimes came within about 
fifteen yards of where I was standing. While I was watching 
them, two Meadow-Pipits (A. pratensis) most conveniently 
settled on the mud near them, so that the differences between 
the two species—the almost uniform dark plumage, dark legs 
and larger size of the rarer species, as compared with the 
bright-coloured Meadow-Pipits—were very conspicuous. One 
of the three larger birds had its tail-feathers slightly dis
arranged, and in consequence showed a practically white outer 
tail-feather ; otherwise I should not have noticed this feature 
as they ran about. 

On January 1st, 1924, I had an excellent view of a bird 
that I feel confident was A. s. spinolelta, in company with a 
number of A. pratensis, by the flooded ground on the golf 
links at Littlestone-on-Sea, Kent. The white in the tail 
showed rather more conspicuously when it flew than in the 
birds I have described, but the size and general colouring were 
precisely the same. Two days later I put up two of these 
birds from the saltings by the river Rother below Rye 
(Sussex), and later in the day, after having seen some whose 
subspecies I could not determine, I saw one that was distinctly 
A. s, petrosus. 

My impression is that the note of A. s. spinolelta is a trifle 
less loud and less shrill than that of A. s. petrosus, but the 
single note is always quite distinct from that of A. pratensis, 
though the " twitter " which often follows when the bird rises 
from the ground is not so easy to distinguish. However, if, 
as I cannot but believe, the Water-Pipit is in reality a fairly 
common autumn visitor to the reservoirs and sewage farms 
of England, I am surprised that other observers do not seem 
to have noticed it, for anyone who is familiar with the call-
notes of the Rock- and Meadow-Pipits would assume on 
hearing it, that he had a bird of the former species under 
observation, even if he could not be certain of the subspecies. 

I think I may definitely record A. s, spinoletta from Worces
tershire, and add it as a suspected visitor in autumn to 
Cambridgeshire and Berkshire, and as a winter visitor to the 
inland marshes of Kent and Sussex, also confirming Mr. M. 
J. NicolTs statements as to its regular occurrence on the coast 
of those two counties. 


