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" P L O V E R ' S P A G E " BEHAVIOUR OF D U N L I N 
BV 

C. OAKES, M.B.O.U. 
O N May 3rd, 1931, a sunny day with a fresh N . W . wind, I was 
on the sea-wall between Marshside and Crossens, on the south 
side of the Ribble Estuary. On rough pastureland behind the 
sea-wall a flock of fully 500 Golden Plovers (Pluvialis a. apricaria) 
were feeding, whilst on the inland side of the main flock, and to 
the rear of it, I noticed a single Dunlin (Calidris alpina). I was 
on the point of leaving the embankment for the mudflats when I 
caught sight of a man accompanied by a sheep-dog entering the 
field. The intruders disturbed the feeding birds, which at once 
took wing en masse, the solitary Dunlin flying with them. 
Typical aerial evolutions followed, the flock descending and 
wheeling over the salt-marsh beyond the embankment, where 
presently both man and dog reappeared, and finally coming to 
rest on their original feeding ground behind the sea-wall. As 
they alighted I noted with some surprise that the Dunlin was not 
only with them, but in the same relative position at the rear of 
the flock that it had occupied before the birds took wing. Beyond 
taking note of this incident I gave no further thought to it at the 
time. 

In late June, 1943, I was informed of the position of a nest 
of the Golden Plover in which the eggs were just hatching on 
Stiperden Moor, N . E . Lancashire, at 1,300 feet. I visited the 
nesting-ground on July 1st. The old birds had, however, moved 
the youngsters from the bare peat to a boggy patch of rough 
grassland, the "paddock" of a derelict farm, originally fenced off 
but with only the stout posts now remaining to mark the limits 
of the enclosure. When I arrived both parents were in evidence, 
one standing on a grassy hummock and the other (which had 
noisily announced my presence long before I reached the spot) 
flying back and forth over the breeding terri tory; both birds, of 
course, persistently calling. A third bird was also vociferous, for 
the flying plover (A) was accompanied by a Dunlin, which followed 
every movement of the larger bird. Both of them flew close 
together and a t the same point in every circuit of the area 
descended low over a certain spot. It was while I was watching 
one of these descents that I became aware that the bird on the 
hummock was no longer alone; a Dunlin was standing beside it. 
The birds were close together—there was hardly sufficient room 
for both—and the smaller of the two appeared to have difficulty 
in keeping a foothold. Obviously both species had young on the 
b°g"gfy ground. When the Golden Plover (B) whistled, the 
Dunlin also called, a note I had not previously heard, neither trill 
nor " p u r r e " but a double note which varied in pitch and indicated 
concern. In a moment or two Plover B left the hummock and 
landed on a slight eminence on the peat, the Dunlin at once 
following and alighting beside it. The two birds were facing me 
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in the full sunshine. Intr iguing as was this spectacle, it was 
surpassed when B took off from the peat and flew to one of the 
wooden posts with the Dunlin in pursuit. The plover alighted 
first and its faithful attendant, with legs down and wings 
fluttering in its efforts to obtain a lodgment, actually succeeded 
in landing beside i t ! The post was, unfortunately, only 
tenanted for a few moments, but in this space of time the two 
birds, both in full breeding dress, made a unique picture. The 
foregoing incidents, though short in the telling, were enacted in 
something like 15 to 20 minutes. Plover A in the meantime had 
been flying in wide circles, alighting at intervals, and calling more 
or less continuously. These tactics, aimless though they some
times appear to the observer, are usually deliberate and in this 
case were effective, for it soon became evident that the broods 
had separated. The Golden Plover chicks must have threaded the 
long grasses in response to A's promptings, for I caught a fleeting 
glimpse of one youngster scrambling over the peat in that 
direction. Both A and B were shortly deserted by their Dunlins, 
which latterly both attached themselves to B, and then finally 
gave full attention to their own brood amongst the sphagnum. 
I afterwards inspected the post. It was rectangular, the top 
roughly 7 by 4 inches—just large enough, in fact, for both 
species to stand upon it side by side. 

Mr. A. Welch and I spent several hours watching shore-birds 
on the beach at Fairhaven on November 15th, 1945. This 
locality is on the north side of the Ribble Estuary where, even at 
low water, the foreshore is narrow owing to the course of the 
navigable channel. There was a cold wind from the s"outh-east 
and some cloud, but visibility was good. Mixed parties of Knots, 
Dunlins and Ringed Plovers were busy as usual near the tidal 
pools, and there were a few Grey Plovers (Squatarola squatarola), 
mostly single birds, scattered about further inshore. One of these 
in a muddy creek had a small wader feeding with it which proved 
to be a Dunlin. I drew my friend's attention and we watched the 
birds for some minutes with" the glasses and then deliberately put 
them up by walking quickly in their direction. Both birds flew 
together (both called) and after a swift flight of perhaps a quarter 
of a mile, alighted at the water ' s edge. The binoculars revealed 
the Dunlin energetically feeding once more close to its companion 
—sometimes, it appeared, within a few inches. Again deliberately 
disturbed they flew up the beach for a considerable distance—both 
calling on the wing—and alighted together as before. A low-
flying aeroplane which passed over the mudflats and put most of 
the waders to flight prevented further experiments on this 
interesting pair. 

In view of these observations it is surprising that so few 
references can be found in the literature dealing with this phase 
of behaviour on the part of the Dunlin. More remarkable still 
when we consider that it has earned local and folklore names for 
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the species. I have made a search of the literature; I do not 
claim that it is an exhaustive one, yet I can only trace three 
references which include field notes. These are given below. 

In A Vertebrate Fauna of Lakeland, H . A. Macpherson, 1892, 
p . 380, is the following: — 

"On the fells near Alston, the name of 'plover-provider' attaches to the Dunlin 
from its well-known habit of associating with the Golden Plover 
Upon Crossfell, for example, I found a fair sprinkling of Dunlins and Golden 
Plover in June, 1888. We first heard the two species call almost simultaneously, 
and noticed a Dunlin closely following a Golden Plover in flight, even to pitching 
on a tussock beside the larger bird when it alighted. When the Plover rose, 
so did the Dunlin. When the Plover whistled the Dunlin trilled. Once we 
saw five Dunlin stoop to and settle around a Golden Plover, waiting as sedately 
as the Plover." 

R. N . Winnall and G. K. Yeates in Bird Haunts in Wild Britain, 
1932, in writing of the Dunlin state (p. 161): — 

"And how assiduous he is in his attention to that other moorland bird, the 
Golden Plover. He is known locally as the Plover's Page, and the name I have 
always understood to be derived from the bird's habit of arriving at the breeding-
ground just before the Plovers, but I feel sure that the correct derivation lies 
in this trait of constantly following the Plover about. They stand together in 
the heather, they fly off together, the Plover leading, its attendant in hot 
pursuit." 

C a p t a i n Co l l i ngwood I n g r a m in " B i r d s of I c e l a n d " , Ibis, V o l . vi , 
O c t . , 1942, p . 489 , w r i t e s : — 

"Quite apart from the superficial resemblance of their plumage, the Golden 
Plover and Dunlin seem to have much in common. They are not only often 
met with on the same type of ground, but are also very frequently seen in close 
consort. Perhaps this partnership is a little one-sided, for it is obvious that it 
is the Dunlin rather than the Plover, that seeks this companionship. The 
Dunlins evidently regard the larger bird as an ally. No doubt it is from this 
association that the Dunlin has been named in Icelandic Louthrall, a word 
which means 'slave of the Golden Plover' or, more precisely, 'Plover's slave'." 

(Ingram also discusses the parallel in colour pattern in the two species. I 
venture to think that plumage pattern would be the correct phrase to use in this 
connexion.) 

The affinities of plumage pattern are obvious on the 'breeding-
ground, but do not explain the winter observation on the Ribble 
Estuary of a Dunlin as " p a g e " to a Grey Plover at a season 
when the characteristic markings are almost, if not entirely, 
absent. On the other hand this incident does, in turn, suggest 
that in the northern limits of its breeding range the Dunlin may 
associate with the Grey Plover. In the Crossens flock of May, 
1931, given above, many of the Golden Plovers had assumed 
summer plumage, others had not. The Dunlin was in winter 
dress. It is clear that discussion should be deferred until further 
material has been accumulated. The majority of previous 
observations have been made on the breeding-ground, but similar 
behaviour also occurs on the shore. This paper has been written 
with the intention of re-stating the existence of a type of bird 
behaviour which has been given little attention, and in the 
conviction that future field-observations will amplify it. 
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