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ON THE NESTING OF THE FLAMINGO IN THE 
CAMARGUE. 

BY 

W. E. GLEGG. 

THE Flamingoes (Phcenicopterus r. anti quorum) of the 
Camargue, so far as British ornithological literature is con
cerned, would appear to be surrounded by, at least, a little 
mystery, which deepens when one thinks of how accessible 
this strange district is, say, from London. The results of 
Dr. Eagle Clarke's visits in 1894 and 1896, and that of Mr. C. 
Ingram in 1908, rather add to than reduce the problem. In 
his remarks (Ibis, 1895, pp. 198-201) on the Flamingo popula
tion of the district, Dr. Clarke expresses the opinion that in 
1894 the numbers did not exceed 600 " at the verj' most." 
It is also stated : " On 31st of May, when we last saw them, 
the Flamingoes had not commenced to nidificate, and it is 
extremely doubtful whether any attempt would be made to 
nest in the Camargue in the dry season of 1894." On visiting 
the Camargue in September, 1896, Dr. Clarke (t.c, 1898, 
pp. 479-81) modified his estimate of the Flamingo population, 
placing it at from 1,000 to 1,500 individuals. On September 
20th, on the east shore of the Etang Valcares, nearly 100 
nests of the season were found, which, it was considered, had 
been robbed " to their last egg." During this September 
visit at least 1,000 birds were examined, " but not a single 
young or immature bird was to be detected in their ranks." 
Mr. C. Ingram, in his paper " Bird Life in the Rhone Delta" 
(Field, 1908), describing his experiences with the Flamingo, 
states : " In company with three keepers, I devoted a whole 
day in exploring the western half of Valcares lagoon in a boat, 
but, unfortunately, we failed to find a nesting colony of 
Flamingoes, although the men took me to a spot where they 
declared a number had bred during the previous summer." 

It will be seen that neither of these observers found either 
eggs or young of the Flamingo. In this respect we were 
more fortunate during our visit in May and June, 1924, but 
our partial success seems to increase the questions to be 
answered. As the Flamingo was the most attractive of the 
various birds which we hoped to see in the " He de la 
Camargue," we immediately devoted attention to the Etang 
du Valcares. A glance at the official French map will show 
that the large area of water, which is often described under 
this name, really consists of a series of lagoons bearing different 
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names. During the course of our visit we waded wide 
stretches of these etangs, but nowhere did we find a greater 
depth of water than two feet at the outside, mostly it was 
shallower than this. A naturalist living in Salon, with whom 
I had corresponded, informed me that the spring had been 

OUR FIRST FLAMINGO S EGG. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 

very wet. While in the district we could see a marked 
diminution in the size of the etang and also in its depth. 
Attention must be drawn to the influence of the wind on the 
water of the etang. With a change of wind, especially if it 
remained in one direction for any length of time, large stretches 
of mud would become covered or uncovered. We could not 
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avoid noticing the brine-shrimp (Artemia saliva) described 
by Dr. Clarke. It was noticeable that the little shrimp, 
which, no doubt, constitutes the food of the Flamingo, 
suffered heavily by these movements of the water. When 
a stretch of mud became exposed, countless numbers were 
left stranded, and could be seen especially in the depressions 
made by the feet of cattle. While considering the conditions, 
the constantly prevailing mirage must not be overlooked. 
The buildings of the village, although it was a considerable 
distance from the etang, when viewed from the islands, 
appeared to rise from the water. This condition of the 
atmosphere materially reduced visibility, and observation with 
glasses was peculiarly difficult ; my telescope, even at its 
lowest power, 30 x, was of no assistance as regards the 
Flamingoes, merely increasing the distortion. 

On our initial effort to find the Flamingoes we did not carry 
waders, confining our attention to the shores of the etang. 
Plenty of birds were seen, but nothing to indicate that they 
were nesting. On the following day, May 20th, we carried 
waders, and proceeded to explore the islands. At first our 
experiences were most discouraging, island after island was 
visited without result. Apart from an occasional Tawny 
Pipit, Crested or Sky-Lark, the dearth of bird-life was very 
striking. We had started from the western shore and worked 
eastwards, and when time compelled us to return to Stes 
Maries we decided to do so by the southern shore, visiting 
some of the islands in this direction on our way. Fortune 
made ample amends, for before we had finished our day's 
wading we had witnessed as magnificent a spectacle as could 
gladden the eye of a bird-observer. We had not made much 
progress through the first stretch of water before matters 
became a little enlivened. A number of Gull-billed Terns, 
of which species we had seen occasional birds earlier in the 
day, made their appearance, and, by their actions, I was 
confident that they must be nesting at no great distance, but 
as I hope to have something to say on this species in a separate 
note, for the present it can be dismissed. On reaching the 
first island we found it tenanted by many nesting birds, and 
threading my way among the many nests I was surprised to 
see a large white egg lying among the low vegetation, just 
above high-water mark and about a foot from a Tern's nest. 
I had found our first Flamingo's egg. Continuing our search 
of the little island my companion found eight more eggs 
which were laid on the mud in an area of about three square 
yards, and there was not the slightest sign of nest-making. 



A BATCH OF THE LAYING OF 2 0 0 EGGS. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 
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No Flamingoes were seen near the island. Leaving the eggs 
as we had found them we continued on our way to the next 
island to the south, and signs were not wanting that we had 
struck a district with a good bird population, but there was 
nothing to suggest the wonderful experience which was soon 
to be ours. As we approached the island we could just see 
the heads and necks of Flamingoes on the more southerly 
side, and as the distance lessened we could see that they were 
present in great numbers. On leaving the water we progressed 
cautiously ; the wind was blowing towards us, carrying with 
it a babel of trumpeting-gaggling and also a very powerful 
stench, which was the first indication that we had found a 
nesting ground of the Camargue Flamingoes. We had 
before us a mighty concourse of birds, packed closely together. 
They stretched from the vegetation across the mud well out 
into the water. We edged off obliquely across the island 
so as not to get too near the herd, but most of the birds in the 
water rose simultaneously in the air, presenting to our view 
the brilliance of their plumage and enhancing an already 
indescribable scene. The birds on the mud remained fast ; 
most of them were standing, and the large white, chalk-like 
eggs could be seen under them, scattered carelessly about 
like so many pebbles. A few of the birds were sitting. At 
this moment we were close enough to have obtained valuable 
photographs, but we had no cameras with us. To estimate 
the numbers of such a phalanx of birds methodically was 
impossible, but we felt that in placing the number round about 
2,000 we were not exaggerating. On the following day we 
set out, full of hope, laden with our photographic apparatus, 
and found the mass of Flamingoes as on the previous day, 
but they acted differently, as they all left the island without 
allowing us to approach so closely. We then proceeded to 
examine the ground, and a count showed that there were 
over 200 eggs. In one or two cases there were signs of attempts 
at nest-building, but the majority of the eggs were laid with
out preparation. There was one well-made nest about a 
foot high. We had evidently found an old breeding ground 
as there were the remains of many old nests, which were 
mostly placed within a yard of each other. These eggs were 
completely deserted by the Flamingoes. I felt considerably 
troubled, as we might have been the cause, however innocent. 

On May 23rd, the Flamingoes were congregated on the 
island where we had found the single egg, and, studying 
them through my glasses, it appeared that they must be 
laying, so, although I had intended to get photographs there, 



THERE WAS ONE WELL-MADE NEST. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 
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I did not go near the island so that the Flamingoes might 
have every chance. The following morning there was not a 
Flamingo to be seen near the island, so, in the afternoon, I 
waded across to investigate. I discovered that quite ioo 
eggs had been laid close to the eight previously found. In 
many cases nests had been started. These eggs were left 
undisturbed, but the birds did not return. Later, with a 
change of wind, practically all these eggs were covered by 
the water. On May 31st, the birds had gathered on an island 
still further to the north and appeared to be laying again, 
but in this case I was unable to obtain the necessary confirma
tion. 

It is difficult to understand the significance of these three, 
probably four, layings. Professor Newton, in his Dictionary 
of Birds, makes the following vague statement in the article 
on this species: " When time or place is wanting, the hens 
seem to drop their eggs at random." It is difficult to believe 
that it is part of the habits of the Flamingo to lay its eggs 
and leave them to their fate simply to get rid of them. In 
the case of two of the layings, which I have described, I have 
every reason to believe that the birds were not disturbed 
by human agency ; it would be difficult to imagine a more 
unfrequented spot than this wild etang. If we consider the 
other laying of 200 eggs, from which we disturbed the birds, 
as a serious nesting operation, then our experiences would 
shed fresh light on the nesting habits of the species. This 
would mean that at times, at least, the Flamingo laid its 
eggs first and afterwards formed the mound ; whereas it 
appears to be accepted that the mound is first formed and 
the eggs laid in its cup later. It might also mean that on 
occasion incubation was conducted without any nest. 

All the eggs that we found, over 300, gradually disappeared 
until none were left. I never discovered by what agency 
the eggs were taken ; the only scavengers that I saw near 
the islands were some immature Gulls, Black-headed and 
Herring, and it is not improbable that they were responsible. 

These experiences, brief but interesting, were all that we 
gained of the nesting habits of the Flamingo, but we could 
always see the birds when we visited the etang. Our experi
ences confirm those of other observers as to the difficulty of 
approaching these birds ; on several occasions, camera in 
hand, I endeavoured to stalk them. For a time they would 
go on feeding, then when the distance became noticeably 
less they would move off with stately stride and finally 
break into flight. The presence of the Flamingo could also 



GENERAL VIEW OF NESTING GROUND OF THE FLAMINGO IN THE CAMARGUE. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 
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be ascertained by an examination of the mud, as the imprint 
made by their feet is of a very characteristic anchor-like shape. 
In some parts of the etang wide stretches of mud were covered 
by a net-work of these imprints. The flight of the Flamingo-
is not always fully described; it is true that the neck and 
legs are carried outstretched, but not in a straight line with 
the body, as is stated. When on the wing the form of the 
bird may be likened to a plateau, the neck and legs forming 
gentle slopes to the body, which serves as the summit. The 
two extremities, the feet at one end and the head at the 
other, appeared to be level, and a straight line drawn between 
these two points would not touch the body. That the birds 
vary in size was apparent. When feeding they would 
advance steadily with measured step, the head being under 
water. While watching the Flamingo behaving in this 
manner I did not see the head raised. Has the bird the 
power of swallowing food without altering the position of the 
neck ? Do the Flamingoes winter in the Camargue ? Mr. 
Ingram states : " To a certain extent Flamingoes are un
doubtedly sedentary in the Camargue, but local inquiries 
elicited information that the numbers were by no means-
constant, and varied considerably according to the climatic 
conditions, thereby indicating a slight migratory movement." 
Mr. I.. Griscom in his paper, " Winter Avifauna of the 
Camargue " (Ibis, 1921,), states that he did not see any 
Flamingoes, but that a flock, estimated at 500-700, had been 
seen three days before his arrival, 29th December. Dresser 
states: "The Flamingo is a summer resident in Europe," 
and Dr. Hartert's statement: " In Europa Zugvogel, die 
in Afrika iiberwintern," leaves no room for ambiguity. 

While stating that the greatest number of Flamingoes 
which we had in view at any one time was about 2,000, it 
cannot be assumed that this was the total population, for it 
is quite possible that there were many more in parts of the 
huge lagoon beyond our view. However, even if there were 
no more than this number, it would appear that the Camargue 
Flamingoes must be maintaining their strength, and it is 
exceedingly difficult to understand how this can be done 
unless a number of young are reared annually. If there is 
a certain amount of obscurity with regard to the Flamingo 
in this district, it is probably due to the fact that the ground 
has not been properly worked. 


