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A NOTE ON THE NESTING OF THE BED-
CRESTED POCHARD IN THE CAMARGUE. 

BY 

WILLIAM E. GLEGG. 

To Dr. W. Eagle Clarke must be accorded the credit for first 
recording the nesting of the Red-crested Pochard (Netta rufina) 
in the Delta of the Rhone. In his first paper in the Ibis, 
April 1895, Dr. Clarke states that five or six pairs frequented 
the Etang de Consecaniere and that others were observed 
in several localities in the southern portion of this district 
as far east as the mouth of the grand Rhone. In the second 
contribution, Ibis, October 1898, Dr. Clarke expresses surprise 
at the number of this species seen with other ducks on the 
Etang de Consecaniere on September 23rd. Apparently the 
numbers of Red-crested Pochards seen were much greater 
than in the nesting season of 1894. In his paper in the 
Field of September, 1908, Mr. Collingwood Ingram confirms 
Dr. Clarke's discovery, as he states that he found the nest 
of this Pochard in the same locality. 

To what extent the Red-crested Pochard winters in the 
Camargue does not seem to be known. Mr. L. Griscom, 
who made a brief stay at Stes Maries in the winter 1918-19, 
does not record this bird, but considering the vast numbers 
of ducks he describes as being present—he refers to 100,000 
Wigeon and a similar number of Mallards, to say nothing of 
other species—the Red-crested Pochard may have been 
overlooked. 

For some years it had been my intention to visit this 
famous bird district, and this year, 1924, I was able to make 
the journey, being accompanied for part of the time by 
Mr. H. Sagar. As the Flamingo was our chief object, on the 
day after our arrival at Stes Maries, May 18th, we made for 
the Etang du Valcares, and it was on this extensive etang 
that we first made acquaintance with the Red-crested Pochard 
on May 22nd, when four were seen. From May 25th for 
several days onwards one of my hides was in position for 
other species on one of the islands of this etang and repeatedly 
I flushed a Red-crested Pochard duck from the thick vegetation 
with which some of these islands are more or less covered. 

Occasionally I searched for the nest, which obviously was 
close at hand, but as I was otherwise engaged, my search 
was perfunctory and not rewarded with success. On May 30th 
having completed my other photographic work, I was able to 
pa\? attention to the Pochard. I approached the island with 
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as little noise as possible, keeping a sharp lookout for the 
duck. I reached the vegetation, which marks the high-water 
line of the island, before she left the nest, which was then 
easily discovered. It was completely hidden in the centre 
of a thick bush about two feet high, with an entrance leading 
into an open lane in the bushes ; probably this had not been 
made by the duck. The nest, formed of thick bents inter
woven with down, was placed on the ground and contained 
eight eggs. The colour of these eggs may be described as 
creamy-white. On June 6th on the same island I found 
another nest of this species, containing one egg. Jourdain, 
in Millais' British Diving Ducks, says of the Red-crested 
Pochard : " When fresh, the eggs are a clear green stone-
colour with a gloss." The single egg found answered to this 
description. Apparently the colour of the eggs changes 
as incubation advances. Dr. Clarke describes a nest con
taining seventeen eggs of two different types, one set being 
white and the other of normal colour. 

When I resolved to attempt to get photographs of this 
duck, I looked upon it in the nature ot a forlorn hope!: Firstly 
I considered ducks as difficult subjects, secondly the position 
of the nest, not only completely concealed, but also surrounded 
by thick vegetation, limited severely the chances of success. 
This meant that the duck could be photographed only in the 
narrow lane in the vegetation previously referred to. My 
hide was placed so as to look along this lane to the entrance 
of the nest. When I approached the nest on May 31st to 
make a start with the camera I found the duck off the nest 
and the down pulled partially over the eggs. Sweeping the 
etang with my glass I saw a male closely accompanied by 
two females, one of which was probably the owner of the nest 
under observation. I took up my position in the hide, but 
never saw the duck. My next visit to the nest was on June 
3rd. On my approach the duck left the nest and settled on 
the water close to the island. I was in the tent less than 
hal£-an-hour when she made her appearance in the lane, faced 
the hide, disappeared into the bushes, then again came into 
the lane, went straight to the nest and settled down. After 
shifting several times she took up a position with her back 
to me and her head turned to the side so that I could see the 
bill and the brown head. When she seemed well settled I 
made a slight noise, which had the desired effect, of making 
her appear in the lane in the full blaze of the sunlight. She 
hesitated, looking round as though the brilliance ot the light 
after the shade of the nest had momentarily confused her, 
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but the noise of my camera shutter sent her off. She soon 
returned to her maternal duties, although I did not see her ; 
apparently she had made another entrance to her nest, to 
avoid coming within view of the hide. This still further 

APPROACHING EGG REMOVED FROM NEST. 

reduced the chances of success with the camera. About 
2.10 p.m., ninety minutes having elapsed, I startled her 
suddenly when she was dozing, and, as I had hoped, was 
taken off her guard and momentarily showed herself in the 
lane. On my return next day I examined the nest and 
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found, as I had suspected, that a new entrance hole had been 
formed at the back. The duck came as quickly to the nest 
as on the previous day but by the new entrance. She settled 
down firmly and, in spite of the loudest noises I could make, 
declined to move. As the situation appeared hopeless I left 
the hide at 1.30 p.m. On this occasion the duck put her 
head out of the nest and gave me a good opportunity of 
examining her bill, which I describe as slate-black with the 
tip red. This seems worth recording, as no such description 
may have been given of the bird in a wild state. On referring 
to books I find that Saunders says " dull red " ; A Practical 
Handbook, "reddish-brown"; Dr. Hartert " braunlichrot, an 
der Spitze r5tlicher " ; and Dresser " blackish with a red tip." 
The last is the best description of the colour of the bill of the 
living bird. 

I left the Pochard alone until June 6th and in the meantime 
had given some thought as to what could be done to induce 
the bird to show itself. It occurred to me that if an egg was 
removed from the nest and placed in the open lane she might 
try to replace it. On arriving at the nest I immediately put 
the idea into execution. The Pochard was soon back to the 
nest, I could see her approaching through the vegetation 
as her head bobbed up repeatedly, and when this happened 
a Black-headed Gull (L, ridibundus), which had its nest near, 
and Gull-billed Terns stooped at her fiercely. The ruse, 
although not completely successful, was not altogether 
ineffective. As soon as she reached the nest she noticed the 
egg outside and came forward to it, but the noise of an ex
posure sent her back to her eggs from which she would not 
be moved. Later, I went out and opened up the nest con
siderably, but this marked alteration had no effect on her 
devotion to her nest. When the Pochard returned to her 
nest she invariably rearranged the down and it was noticeable 
that, like other species, she was affected by the heat as her 
bill was very often open. As the duck had become so 
indifferent to my hide and my presence I decided to put a 
finish to my work on June 7th by opening the nest fully and 
getting good photographs, which I have no doubt could have 
been accomplished. When in sight of the island with another 
half-mile of water, from eighteen inches to two feet deep, to 
wade, I noticed something moving on the island. Putting 
my glass up I saw that my hide had gone and two horsemen 
were present, one of whom had my hide, etc., on the back 
of his saddle. They paid no attention to my shouts and 
moved off through the etang. This brought my photography 
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to an end, for on the following day on going to where I had 
placed my second tent I found that it also had been taken. 
On my last day, June 12th, in the Camargue I paid a final 
visit to the nest and found the number of eggs reduced to 
seven and another was about to hatch out. 

If my experiences with this individual are any guide to the 
habits of the species, the Red-crested Pochard must be 
described as a very close sitter. At no time did I see a male 
anywhere near the nest. This duck never uttered any note 
in my hearing, but once when I flushed several from another 
island a female uttered a grunting sound which was distinctly 
dissyllabic. 

With regard to the breeding status of the Red-crested 
Pochard in the Camargue no report seems to have been made 
since Mr. Ingram's visit. I am not in a position to speak 
of all the ground covered by Dr. Clarke. I spent nearly a 
month in the Camargue with my headquarters at Stes Maries 
and it may be said that only the district within walking 
distance of this village was worked. Considering Dr. Clarke's 
statements it would seem that this duck has probably 
increased somewhat, although not greatly, in the thirty years 
that have elapsed. Within the limits of our district the Red-
crested Pochard was the duck. The only other identified 
was the Mallard and it was not common. Strangely enough, 
although I waded almost its entire length, I saw no ducks of 
an}^ kind on Consecaniere, but there were plenty of Great-
crested Grebes and Coots. I paid special attention to this 
etang in the hope of finding the Pintail. The Red-crested 
Pochard was nearly always seen on the Etang du Valcares, 
but we found it in greatest numbers on the open water in the 
Marais du Couvin. Millais describes the habitat of this 
species known to him as " Pieces of stagnant water of large 
circumference whether the water be salt or fresh, with a great 
deal of sedge or reeds on the banks, green islands," etc. He 
adds " The usual habitat in North Africa is somewhat different. 
Here they live in the centre of great shallow lagoons of 
brackish water, whose sides are often encrusted with saline 
deposits." In the Camargue both of these types of habitat 
are found. The first is represented by Consecaniere and the 
etangs to the west of it and the second by the great saline 
expanse of Valcares. 


