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Watching 
Woodcock
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On a rainy night last March I went woodcock hunting 
near Winchester, in southern England, with three 

wildlife biologists, one of whom, my friend Al Stewart, 
was a curious American like me. The other two work for 
the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, a UK nonprofi t 
dedicated to wildlife research, including 35 years of 
Eurasian woodcock studies. Armed with nets instead of 

double guns, our hosts hoped to capture wintering 
woodcock to band and to maybe attach geolocators to 
or—better yet—satellite transmitters that could provide 
real-time location information for several years or until 
the batteries died. 

Ever since scientists and sportsmen started banding 
woodcock in England in 1896, they have been learning 
about the behaviors of the long-billed nomads. Bands 

have been returned by hunters in Scandinavia, Rus-
sia and other eastern European countries, where most 
birds that winter in the British Isles go to nest. The oldest 
banded woodcock ever recovered lived an amazing 
151/2  years. Radio-telemetry devices and geolocators 
have added to the knowledge base; however, they have 
limited applications. Geolocators, for example, provide 
“ballpark” travel details only if a bird is recaptured and 
the information downloaded. Now researchers have 
lightweight and precise satellite backpacks that do not 
encumber fl ight or breeding behaviors. Called “sat tags,” 
the tiny electronics cost more than $3,000 each and de-
liver a constant stream of location data without the need 
to recover them. 

During the past three years Dr. Andrew Hoodless, 
lead biologist for the Trust, has overseen the fi tting of 
three dozen woodcock with sat tags. You can follow the 
progress of many of these birds at www.woodcockwatch 
.com. Hoodless and fellow researcher Chris Heward 
have learned that about 17% of wintering woodcock are 
British-born, while 51% will return home to Russia and 
the Baltic states and 32% will go back to Scandinavia 
and Finland. In addition, sat-tag science has shown that 
woodcock will fl y up to 1,000 kilometers (621 miles) in 
a 24-hour period, and then rest for 11 to 17 days before 
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resuming their journey, 
which may take two 
months or longer. 

The fi rst woodcock 
captured on that wet 
March evening was a heavy 
female feeding on worms 
in the pasture the British 
researchers swept with 
headlamps. She carried leg 
band No. 135187. Checking 
his pocket notebook, Hood-
less, who has banded more 
than 900 birds in a 20-year 
career, determined that he 
fi rst netted her in February 
2011. Recaptures are not 
unusual, because many woodcock return to the same 
area—sometimes the same fi eld—year after year. After 
attaching one of the precious few sat tags to the bird, 
Hoodless set her free. Given the name “Evelyn,” she since 
has journeyed to Finland to nest, and you can follow her 
progress on the website. Two other woodcock netted that 
evening received leg bands, and one got a radio tag. 

Stewart and I have hunted woodcock in Ukraine. 

The England trip, how-
ever, was the fi rst time my 
friend, who has banded 
scores of smaller American 
woodcock in Michigan, 
where we live, had held a 
live Eurasian woodcock. 
Earlier we had attended 
Conservation Trust fund-
raisers at Blenheim Palace, 
near Winchester, and at 
the Royal Air Force Club in 
London. American hunts 
for grouse, woodcock and 
wild turkeys that Stewart 
donated brought in £2,750 
(about $4,500). 

That’s serious money for the serious—and expen-
sive—business of studying woodcock. In 2003 England 
had an estimated 78,000 resident male woodcock and 
a similar number of females. By 2013 the estimate had 
fallen to 69,000 of each sex. Modern research techniques 
that help biologists learn more about woodcock will 
help secure the future for the species and those who 
seek them.                                                       —Tom Huggler

“Sat tags” do not encumber a bird’s fl ight or 
breeding behaviors, and they deliver a constant 

stream of location data. 
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