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NOTES ON THE BREEDING OF THE JACK 
SNIPE. 

BY 

RALPH CHISLETT. 

{Plate I.) 

PERHAPS the most interesting event during our work in 
Swedish Lapland in 1926 was the discovery of the nest of a 
Jack Snipe (Lymnocryptes minimus). Whether the species 
occurs more frequently in other partially-thawed marshes of 
northern Europe I do not know; but in Lapland, Swedish 
and British ornithologists have hunted systematically for 
several successive seasons without finding a nest of the species, 
so that we were very fortunate to succeed on a first visit. 
The adult bird at the nest, so far as I am aware, has not been 
photographed before. 

The wide marsh stretched for a number of miles between 
the birch-clad slopes of some low hills. From the hillsides, 
at intervals, open sheets of water of varying dimensions could 
be seen, and a fringe of the birch forest stretched almost down 
to a small, peaty pool. Through the woodland fringe a stream 
hurried, clear and cold with melted snow from the hill. 
Leaving the stream at a place where yellow globe-flowers 
grew in profusion, we followed the ridges of soft ground which 
intersected the marsh. Progress was impeded by scrub-
willow, while hummocks of moss and mounds of crowberry 
and vaccinium overlay the peat foundation of the ridge, many 
of the hummocks being white with cloudberry blooms^ 
Between the ridges in the marshy tracts grass grew thinly 
through the moss, and still more thinly in the centres, where 
our feet were brought up firmly at a depth of eighteen inches 
by the still frozen bottom. Later in the summer the marshes 
would probably be deeper. 

As we walked, with eyes ranging between the ground ahead 
and the marshes to left and right, we were suddenly pulled 
up short by a curious, muffled noise, sounding curiously 
distant, yet near, at one moment almost clear, then suddenly 
confused. For half a minute the air was full of the sound 
and then all was still. What was it ? Where was it ? As 
we asked the questions the sound began again, a hollow, 
reedy, vibrant knocking. Frankly, for a time, I was puzzled 
—not for the first time since our arrival in Lapland. 

When Woolley first heard the sound in 1853, on the day 
which also saw the first discovery of the nest of the species, 
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he called it " the love-song of the Jack Snipe." Quite aptly, 
the sound has been compared to that of a horse galloping in 
the distance over a hard, hollow road. The source was always 
a puzzle and impossible to determine from sound alone. 
Sometimes the bird could be seen patrolling the air high above ; 
but at other times I heard the sound when no bird was visible, 
and the floating sound then seemed as likely to emanate from 
the ground as from anywhere else. Whether the sound is 
vocal, or produced by means similar to that by which the 
Common Snipe (Capella g. gallinago) produces its familiar 
" drumming ", I do not know. 

Not more than two hundred yards from the wood, a ridge 
sank and allowed the surplus water from one flattened area 
of grassy marsh to drain through to the next. On the north 
side of the trickle the ground rose slowly to the full height 
of the ridge again, perhaps a yard above the marsh-level. 
Midway up the little slope, on a dry bit of ground, a few 
stalks of scrub-birch partially shielded the Jack Snipe from 
view as it sat on the nest by the side of a cloudberry plant. 
Not that shelter was needed. The nest would never have 
been found had my foot not happened to drop within a few 
inches of it. Then away the bird flew, with a low, almost 
direct flight, without any sudden twists for some twenty 
yards, then down into the marsh. 

Afterwards, when we knew the carefully-marked spot, and 
could approach cautiously, we generally found the bird 
sitting, head and bill motionless in the grass, but its eyes 
always observant. At leisure we could note the dark-tipped 
yellow bill; the frilled, creamy stripes; and interspaces 
mystically written in gold and bronze, glossed over with 
green, bronze and purple ; and the dark centre of the crown. 

First to find the bird, even at two yards' range, required 
careful sight. Never once, even when I was hidden from 
view, did the bird fully raise its head. When flushed it 
disappeared from view into the marsh and was not seen 
again until within a few feet of the nest. Once, when spotted 
a couple of yards away, it covered that short distance a foot 
at a time, crouching down for a few seconds between each 
very short journey ; then, still crouching, it covered the eggs 
and remained motionless. 

The hollow of the nest was deep, so that the eggs almost 
stood on their points. The spots on the eggs were smaller 
and rounder and distributed more evenly than is the case 
with average eggs of the Common Snipe. Until I had seen 
the bird upon them the identity of the eggs remained uncertain. 
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. Such an exceedingly cautious bird provided little entertain
ment to the occupant of a hiding-tent, apart from the great 
interest of observing such a rarity. Even different sitting 
positions were mostly seen at different visits. But to make 
up for the lack of excitement without, uninvited guests forced 
their attentions upon me within. A cold day was compara
tively comfortable on the marsh, mosquitoes then lay low. 
But the sun engendered a surprising heat; and then the 
interior of the tent droned merrily, until tobacco had done 
its beneficent work. Peace followed for as long as I continued 
to smoke and for a few minutes afterwards. 

The nest was found on June 12th, 1926, and it then con
tained four eggs. The last time I inspected it was on July 6th 
when the eggs were cracking at their larger ends. But our 
long journey south was due to begin that same evening, so 
that the opportunity to depict and describe nestling Jack 
Snipes, which even in the Practical Handbook are given as 
" not examined," had regretfully to be abandoned. 

We heard the species on another large marsh in Lapland ; 
but on the marsh we principally visited I believe there was 
only one pair of Jack Snipes breeding. The bird is too well 
known for its habits in this country in winter to need 
description. 
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JACK SNIPE ON ITS NEST. 

Illustrating the effect of the stripes. 
(Copyright: Ralph Chislett.) 
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