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NOTES ON THE LITTLE GREBE. 
BY 

GEORGE BIRD. 

(Plates i and 2} 

THE following notes are based on observations made on a 
pair of Little Grebes {Podiceps r. ruficollis) which had estab
lished themselves on the Monk's Fish Pond of a once celebrated 
Abbey in south-east Suffolk, where the birds have bred for 
three seasons past, unknown to anyone except the keeper and 
myself. 

On April 2nd I had an opportunity of seeing the display 
of the male. His head was held well back with the neck 
curved, and wings and feathers fluffed out, so that he pre
sented the appearance of a floating feathery ball. As he 
approached the hen he seemed to be excited and uttered a 
faint note, only audible at close quarters, pecking from time 
to time at the water. Then riding off some distance he made 
the well-known trilling call and (apparently by means of his 
feet) splashed water up over his back to a remarkable height 
for so small a bird. The hen remained quiet and showed no 
excitement. 

On April 9th I noted both birds building their nest on a 
rather dangerous portion of the water, and was not surprised 
to hear from the keeper a few days later that the nest had been 
swamped during heavy rain. I saw no more of the birds 
until April 30th, when I found another nest built partly under 
the semi-floating branches of a sycamore tree. 

The nest consisted of floating semi-decayed material brought 
up from the bottom of the lake by both birds. On lifting the 
dome top five creamy-white eggs were seen in the slightly 
saucer-shaped nest scarcely above the water level. 

My view-point enabled me to observe the birds at a distance 
of about six feet. Both took part in incubating and were 
always extremely alert. The sitting bird would leave the 
nest at the first sign of danger, quickly covering the eggs, 
however, before doing so. There seemed to be periods for 
each bird to sit, as I observed that after the bird had left the 
nest hurriedly, the same one would return, soon perhaps to be 
replaced by its mate. The " change over " was accompanied 
by an interesting ceremony, the approaching bird making a 
delicate and scarcely perceptible whistle, and bringing pieces 
of green vegetation to assist the further building up of the 
nest. This fresh green material it would seem is interspread 
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with the more decayed portion and sets up fermentation, 
which possibly may assist incubation. Each bird regularly 
brought material before taking over its period of sitting. 

As above stated, the nest on April 30th contained five eggs ; 
on May 12th these had not hatched. The next afternoon, 
however, four chicks were hatched, the last egg hatching out 
late on the 14th. From the appearance of the eggs when first 
seen on April 30th, I should say the clutch had been complete 
not more than two or three days. This, of course, does not 

LITTLE G R E B E : Male on nest, hen on water. 
(Photographed by G. Bird.) 

furnish exact figures for the mcubation-period. The eggs 
were observed to be incubated for 13-14 days and apparently 
for two or three days previously, which would give a period 
of about 16-17 days. This is, however, decidedly less than 
that given by other observers, and further observations on 
this point are desirable. 

While the chicks were hatching on the 13th, when the keeper 
and I came along openly, the adult birds had left the nest 
without so much as a ripple of the water, the newly-hatched 
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chicks being left behind. The young have at first very little 
use in their legs and feet, and shuffle along with extended 
wing and body rather than by using their feet (see photograph). 
When they eventually left the nest, however, they dived into 
the water readily, coming up further away and shuffling on 
to a lily leaf, where later on they were retrieved by the parent 
bird, which came alongside, thus enabling the chicks to clamber 
on to its back. I have seen the adult birds dive with chicks 
under their wings and come up some distance away, coming 
back to the nest later in the same way. 

LITTLE GREBE : brooding young, of which the foot of one can be 
seen protruding from under the parent. 

(Photographed by G. Bird.) 
The young continued to use the nest for some time after 

they were hatched and they sometimes frequented it when 
almost fully fledged. When leaving the nest in the ordinary 
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way they may just glide off and swim away, or dive right 
away. Their manner was to raise themselves and plunge head 
foremost. Sometimes, however, they dived with scarcely a 
ripple of the water. 

LITTLE GREBE : feeding young. 
(Photographed by G. Bird.) 

If the old birds are alarmed and have a young brood they 
will dive, bringing just their heads out of the water in the 
manner of a periscope, without causing a ripple of the water. 

As yet I have not seen a second brood, although there may 
be one, as I have seen the adults courting after chicks were 
fully fledged. 

No more pleasing sight can be imagined than a happy 
family of Dabchicks gliding over the surface of the water 
with their plumage puffed out like balls of feathers, bobbing 
about amongst the water lilies. 
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LITTLE GREBE : Incubating with its feathers fluffed out. 
(Photographed by G. Bird.) 
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LITTLE G R E B E : Young shuffling along nest to be fed. The nestling in the centre with its foot thrust 

out sideways is in a very usual att i tude at this stage. 

(Photographed by G. Bird.) 




