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SOME OBSERVATIONS ON T H E BREEDING HABITS 
OF T H E RED-NECKED PHALAROPE. 

BY 

P . H . B A H R , B.A., M.B.O.U. 

THE published descriptions of the singular habits of 
the Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus hyperboreus) being 
somewhat meagre and inadequate, I thought that a few 
observations which I was able to m a t e this summer might 
be acceptable to the readers of BEITISH BIRDS. 

Thanks to the kind permission of the authorities, I was 
allowed to stay in a certain place in Scotland, where, under 
very efficient protection, these birds are, I am glad to say, 
still plentiful. As is well known, the numbers of this 
species to be found in a particular locality vary considerably 
from year to year. So it was that this year many of their 
favourite haunts were untenanted where on a former 
occasion I had counted many couples. I am not far 
wrong when I say that scarcely a third of the usual -
number remained to breed. Perhaps the arctic conditions 
prevailing forced them to seek " pastures new," and, 
moreover, had such an influence on those remaining that 
they were very late in beginning to nest. 

On May 28th, during the course of a perfect hurricane, 
we observed the first arrivals. On June 2nd one pair 
already seemed to have settled its affairs. On the 3rd, 
4th and 5th we saw four female Phalaropes and only 
one male. These amazons were fighting continuously 
amongst themselves and were causing the solitary male 
much anxiety. From this it would appear that the female, 
being the stronger and more venturesome, is the first to 
arrive, and is followed later by the male. 

On the 5th of June Ave watched the phenomena of 
polygamy, and of attempted polyandry in this species. 



P. H. BAHR : RED-NECKED PHALAROPE. 203 

At one end of the loch the former condition held sway, 
two energetic and quarrelsome females having attached 
themselves to one miserable-looking male, and it was 
ludicrous to behold the awe in which he held them. Once 
in particular he nearly swam between my legs in his efforts 
to avoid their attentions. Till our departure on the 27th 

F I G . 1.—"Two males were continuously circling round the head of a 
female." 

these three birds were constantly to be seen together. 
At the other end of the loch two males were seen con
tinuously circling round the head of a female, as I have 
attempted to show in Fig. 1. This "marr iage flight" we 
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constantly observed later and I shall refer to it again. 
On settling on the water the unwelcome suitor was re
pulsed. The two birds would face each other with lowered 
beaks and ruffled plumage, just like two " fighting-cocks " 
(Fig. 2). 

Fio. 2 —" With lowered beaks and ruffled plumage, just like two fighting 
cocks." 

From this time onwards, till June 26th, we hunted 
daily for nests without success. Each pair we found had 
its own boundaries, any intrusion on the part of neighbours 
being vigorously resented, but all were engaged in courting, 
and had not begun the more serious business of nest-
building. 

There is such an infinity of grace in its every movement 
that we never tired of watching this gem of a bird. Whilst 
engaged in feeding, a happy couple twittering contentedly 
to each other would hurry along paddling through the 
mud, and swim the puddles amongst such marshy spots as 

F I G . 3 .—" They appeared to find abundance of food on every leaf." 

are loved by the bog-bean and marsh-marigold. Moving 
their heads quickly from side to side in their characteristic 
way they appeared to find abundance of food on every 
leaf (Fig. 3). Quite an original method is employed, 
while feeding in shallow water. In doing so they 
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" pirouette " round and round, as if endeavouring to stir 
up animalculae from the bottom (Fig. 4). 

Bathing was a favourite enjoyment. This they per
formed by bobbing up and down in the water, for all the 

Fie . 4.— " They 'pirouette ' round and round, as if endeavouring to stir up 
animalculae from the bottom." 

world like miniature " jacks in the box " (Fig. 5). Having 
splashed themselves sufficiently they retired to land to 
preen themselves, an action quite in keeping with their 
invariably neat appearance. 

On the evening before our departure we resolved to 
make an extra effort, and once more we hunted the 
marshes, but in vain. The birds showed no anxiety what
ever, and all appeared intent on courting, in which I 

Fia. 5. —'• Bobbing up and down in the water." 

believe the male takes a more prominent part than he is 
credited with. I frequently observed the male performing 
evolutions, which I have previously described as the 
" marriage flight." Zigzagging from side to side with 
amazing rapidity he would hover with dangling legs over 
the head of the female, who, circling placidly in the water, 
appeared to take no notice of his attentions. Then 
settling beside her he would peck and chase her as if 
endeavouring to make her take to flight. Failing in 
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this he would dash off once more across the marsh uttering 
a warbling sort of song much like that of the Ringed 
Plover. Then he would settle in a reedy spot, such as 
would be chosen for the nesting site, and would call 
vigorously, looking always in the direction of the female, 
as if expecting her to follow. I observed several pairs 
behaving in this manner, and such was their fervour tha t 
the males continued this performance even in the midst 
of one of the worst storms we experienced. Often the 
female would resent these attentions, and a pitched battle 
would ensue. 

As a last resource we dragged the boat across to another 
arm of the loch, and explored an island inhabited by some 
fifty pairs of Arctic Terns and a few pairs of Common 
and Black-headed Gulls. To our surprise we also dis
covered two pairs of Phalaropes. The male of one pair 
showed signs of great anxiety and flew round uttering 
shrill cries. We were not long in finding the cause, for 
staggering amongst the grass, and looking like gigantic 
spiders, were four fluffy young, evidently newly-hatched. 

The extreme attachment which the male exhibited for 
the young would hardly be credited. He uttered the 
most heartrending cries, shuffled through the grass and, 
in fact, tried every device to lure us away. The young 
were so weak that when placed in a slight hollow they 
were unable to crawl out and run away. The camera was 
focussed on the young at a distance of a few feet, and 
left without any covering whatsoever, and I took my stand 
behind it, merely wrapping up my head in the focussing 
cloth. The extreme tameness of the male may be judged 
by the fact that I obtained five photographs of him in 
as many minutes. When I changed the plate he would 
just run away a few yards and then hurry back as fast as 
he could directly I sat down again. 

The most pathetic part of the scene came when the 
piping of the young, which were evidently benumbed with 
exposure, became almost too feeble to be audible, then in 
his fervour the male nestled a clutch of Tern's eggs close 
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by, but only on poking them with his bill did he find 
that they were inanimate objects and then rush off to 
find his charges. One would have thought that he would 
have learned by experience, but he repeated this per
formance time after time, and I greatly regretted the fact 
that I had not enough plates to take him thus employed. 
The female showed no traces of anxiety at all but held 
herself aloof, swimming and feeding quite unconcernedly 
in the loch beyond. 

The young showed no desire on this, or on the following 
day, to take to the water, in fact it would appear that 
they were not yet fitted for it, for on the next day we 
found three of their number drowned in a shallow puddle. 
Fig. 6 is from a photograph, and shows the male bird 

Fia. 6.—The male endeavouring to entice awa}' the young. 

endeavouring to entice the remaining young one out of 
the range of the camera. 

Although other observers have noted much variation 
in the time at which this species breeds, yet I think i t 
must be admitted that this was an extreme case, since 
no other pair in the vicinity had as yet begun to lay. 


