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ON THE NESTING OF THE AVOCET IN THE 
CAMARGUE. 

BY 

WILLIAM E. GLEGG. 

(PLATE 2.) 

THE Avocet (Recurvirostra avosetta) is one of the birds of the 
Camargue which justifies the statements made regarding it 
by different text-books. Jaubert et Barthelemy-Lapom-
meraye (Richesses Ornithologiques du Midi de la France, 1859, 
p. 485) state of this species, " elle se reproduit, en assez grand 
nombre, vers le bas de la Camargue." Dr. Eagle Clarke 
(Ibis, April, 1895) states that he did not find this an abundant 
species in this district in the spring of 1894, which was a dry 
season, about seven pairs being found breeding on a small 
island in the Etang de Consecaniere. Dr. Clarke formed the 
opinion that the bird must be a late breeder in the district as 
the first eggs were found on May 28th. It will be seen that 
our experiences do not confirm this. Mr. Ingram (Field, 
September, 1908) was also successful in finding a nesting 
colony of this beautiful wader on one of the islands on the 
western half of the Etang du Valcares. My companion and 
I were no less successful during our visit to this district during 
May and June, 1924. The fact that the Avocet should be 
thus found nesting in the Camargue has raised questions in 
my mind in regard to other species, as the Pratincole and 
Black-winged Stilt, which I am especially anxious to find. 
If the Avocet could be so easily discovered, why should not 
the species referred to have been found with equal readiness ? 
On the other hand our success with the Gull-billed Tern 
suggests that the ground may not have been completely 
explored and that the district may be worth another visit. 

Our first view of the Avocet was obtained on May 19th, 
1924, when we saw a number on the Etang du Valcares 
feeding in association with the Flamingos. On the following 
day on the islands in this etang, already described in my 
previous articles on the birds of this locality, we found a large 
nesting colony of this attractive wader. Thus we have 
evidence that this species has remained faithful to broadly 
the same district for thirty years at least. It is impossible 
to say definitely whether these birds have increased or 
decreased during this time, but it cannot be denied that they 
are now quite numerous, even if the colony under considera
tion should be the only one. If the birds of the Camargue 
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are subjected to as much molestation as has been suggested, 
how comes it that a bird with such habits as the Avocet 
survives in such numbers. Incidentally, the writer may say 
that nowhere has he been in a locality so deserted by human 
beings as these islands of the great lagoon. There seems to be 
no reason why even the Flamingos should not have nested 
as successfully as other species. 

We found very many nests of the Avocet on these two 
islands, all on the mud below what would be the high-water 
level in winter. We found none among the vegetation with 
which these islands are more or less covered. The nests, 
which varied very much in the amount of material used, 
contained either three or four eggs. The Avocet proved to 
be the most difficult subject to photograph of the different 
species on which I exposed plates. As a result of my obser
vations I do not think that this was the result of timidity. 
I incline to the opinion that the eggs of this species may be 
less susceptible to the fierce rays of the sun than the other 
species. At any rate the Camargue Avocets do not sit as 
closely. I put up the tent on an Avocet, for the first time on 
May 22nd, but the owner only twice came to the nest and for 
very brief periods. I made no attempt to expose plates. I 
renewed operations on the same nest on the following day, 
during the course of which the birds paid three brief visits to 
the nest, and the tent was put on another nest but with no 
greater success. A statement from Richesses Ornithologiques 
du Midi de la France, p. 485, supports my experiences. The 
authors, speaking of this species, say " La femelle . . , 
et ne les couve pas assidument; elle fait, a cet egard, comme 
la plupart des oiseaux de mer qui laissent au soleil, pendant 
la plus grande partie de la journee, le soin de les rcchauffer et 
ne reviennent que le soir, a moins que le ciel se couvre et 
menace d'un orage." 

I renewed attentions on the Avocets on May 27th, the tent 
having been in position from the previous evening. I found 
one egg chipped and the youngster could be heard calling 
loudly. The eggs were very muddy. The stage of the incuba
tion made all the difference, for the beautiful wader was soon 
back to her nest and photography was easy. The long, 
delicate bill was often open as though the heat of the sun was 
having some effect and the bird seemed to pant. I renewed 
my observations on this nest on the following day. One 
young bird had hatched out and another did so while I was 
in the tent. The first youngster was rapidly gaining strength 
and, responding to the call of the parents, which were some 
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(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 



AVOCF.T^ THE BILL WAS OFTEN OPEN A N D THE B I R D S E E M E D TO P A N T . 

{Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 
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distance away, was able to get over the edge of the nest. One 
of the adults then came close to the nest and led away the 
young bird. It could be seen that the second youngster was 
also responding to the call of the parents, so I struck my tent. 
It is not easy to describe all that one witnesses on such 
occasions, but I was deeply impressed by the ready response 
of these newly hatched birds to the voice of their parents ; 
surely this is one of the most wonderful and beautiful pro
visions of nature. 

On May 29th I tried vet another nest, but with no better 
result than with the first two. It may be well to add that in 
no case were any of these nests deserted. On one occasion 
I had five nests under observation from the hide, and, in the 

AVOCET : RISING AWAY FROM INTRUDER. 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 

case of one pair, both birds were noticed to take part in the 
incubation duties. One Avocet approached the sitting bird, 
both chuckled for some time and then the change was effected. 
Apart from the young birds which I saw hatch out, 
I saw only one, and yet dozens must have emerged from 
the egg. I can only suppose that the chicks take to the thick 
vegetation immediately they have strength. The actions of 
the adults, which were always about, indicated that young 
must be in proximity. The attempts of the parents to lead 
away the intruder are very interesting to watch, the bird will 
fly just over the mud with the legs stretched downwards. At 
times the feet come to the ground and the movement develops 
into a combination of flying and running. My experiences of 
the Avocet, confined to Holland and the Camargue, are that 
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it is a bold bird at the nesting ground; but the Dutch birds 
were bolder than those of France, as I have known one of the 
former fly straight at me much as a Great Skua will do. The 
probable reason is that the Dutch birds are much more 
accustomed to the presence of people than the French. 

Dr. Eagle Clarke {Ibis, October, 1898) states that this species 
was still present in its haunts in the delta on September 23rd, 
1896. Col. H. W. Madoc permits me to say that, during his 
visit to the South of France with Mr. T. A. Coward, he saw 

AVOCET : FLYING DIRECTLY AT I N T R U D E R . 

(Photographed by W. E. Glegg.) 

a single Avocet at the N.W. corner of the Etang du Valcares, 
on September 22nd, 1924. 

Since the above was written I have made another visit to 
the Camargue during June, 1925, and further exploration of the 
islands of the Etang du Valcares showed that this handsome 
species is much more numerous than I had imagined. It may 
be described as a numerous breeder along the southern shores 
of this etang. Unfortunately, the Avocet makes its nest on 
the bare mud, which is liable to be covered by the water with 
a change of wind, and I found many eggs which had been 
destroyed in this manner. 
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AVOCET : APPROACHING NEST. 

(Photographed by W . E . Glegg.) 
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