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O N March 22nd, 1913—the day after I arrived on 
Inishtrahull Island—as I was ascending the rugged path
way which leads to the east; headland where the light
house is situated, I noticed two Tree-Sparrows. As they 
remained perched on a telephone-wire I surmised that 
they were migrants resting en route, and having inspected 
them carefully I passed on. Just then however some
thing frightened them, and as they flew I watched their 
course. They did not proceed far, but alighted on the 
slate roof of the school-house, some three hundred 
yards off. I hastily followed, and drawing close I found 
that they were quite at home here. Believing then that 
these birds were residents on the island, not casual 
migrants, I resolved to make a very careful survey of 
their haunts. 

The next morning I made an early start, and before 
the natives were astir I had found quite a number of 
Tree-Sparrows foraging among the garbage outside the 
cabins. The birds frequently consorted with Rock-
Pipits. From my experiences of Tree-Sparrows in many 
other districts I expected that they would be shy and 
difficult to observe.* But there was no need to rise 
specially early or approach them by stealth, for they 
were tame and hopped about the doorways almost as 
impudently as would House-Sparrows. Indeed they 
were most easily watched a little later on when the 
fowls (of which there were many on the island) were 

* Along Dublin coast for instance, I have often noticed how difficult 
it is to approach the Tree-Sparrow, and Mr. W. J. Williams, for many-
years familiar with the habits of this bird here, remarks tha t " i t is 
the wildest small bird in the country," vide Irish Naturalist, October, 
1906, p. 236. 
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being fed, as the Sparrows joined eagerly in the repast. 
The first party which I observed this day consisted of 
a dozen birds. They were with a couple of Rock-Pipits 
outside a cabin on a manure-heap. Another party and 
yet another remained perched on the roofs of cabins, 
each party consisting of some six to nine birds. Three 
sat on an old chimney on the gable end of a disused 
cabin whose walls had for the most part remained 
though the roof was gone. Odd birds stood on the 

[C. J . Pat ten, Tele-phot. 

Tree-Sparrows on tho Roof of a Cabin on Inishtrahull Island. 

roof-tops of many inhabited cabins. I next proceeded 
to disturb all the Sparrows that I could from their 
shelter in thatched roofs, wall-crevices, etc., of the 
cabins, in order to make a rough census of the number 
on the island. I estimated that I saw about fifty 
birds. But even this was not quite all, for on pro
ceeding up westward and inspecting the dwelling-houses 
at the fog-station I found a party of six Tree-Sparrows, 
and also ascertained that a pair were building in an 
eave of the roof of one of the dwelling-houses here. 
Indeed I saw for myself a Tree-Sparrow with a long 
straw in its mouth, disappear under the eave of the 
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house of one of Lloyd's Marconi operators. I next 
retraced my steps to the low-lying part of the island 
where the cabins are situated, to search for more 
breeding-sites, and in the broken walls of disused cabins 
I found some birds already nesting. I spent several 
hours inspecting groups of sparrows to see if there were 
any House-Sparrows present. I obtained a negative 
result ; moreover, during the thirty-two days spent on 
the island I did not see a single House-Sparrow. 

In their habits these Tree-Sparrows closely resemble 
the House-Sparrow, showing like the latter a strong 
predilection to remain in the immediate area of human 
habitations. Now and again a pair or two would fly 
on to an adjacent rock and often, especially on fine 
sunny days, the cock-bird treated us to his tuneful little 
song, which he kept up for quite a time. 

Three Merlin hawks frequented the island, and their 
appearance in the air, even a long way off, generally 
caused the sparrows to muster together and immediately 
seek refuge in crevices in stone-walls, etc. On March 
28th, the presence of a hawk was the means of affording 
me the best chance I had of estimating the numbers of 
Tree-Sparrows at a glance on the Island. The hawk 
glided past a gap between two stacks of rock, and while 
the Tree-Sparrows only caught sight of its form for an 
instant, this was sufficient to summon them all together 
from the house-tops. The birds meeting in the air, 
formed a compact flock, which flew across a ploughed 
field and disappeared from view by entering a cowshed. 
The hawk, however, was only a Kestrel and was not 
looking for the sparrows. Presently the Kestrel went 
off and I then started to evict the Tree-Sparrows from 
the cowshed; as they came out in couples or small 
parties, I had a splendid opportunity of counting them. 
When satisfied that I had evicted them all, I found 
that I had counted thirty-eight birds, and allowing for 
those which had secured ambush elsewhere, there must, 
have been at least a dozen more. 
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At this point it is convenient to mention that the island 
of Inishtrahull may be divided into three areas, namely 
an elevated part at the west side on which is built the 
fog-siren, its engine-premises, etc., with dwelling-houses 
for two lightkeepers. Here also are situated the premises 
and dwelling-houses of Lloyd's Marconi operators. As 
already mentioned the Tree-Sparrows breed under the 
eaves, etc.. of these premises. The second and most 

[C. J . Pat ten, Phut. 

Nest of Tree-Sparrow in hole in wall of disused cabin. A stone 
has been removed to show nest. Lat ter surrounded by a black 

ring to indicate position. 

extensive area comprises all the low-lying ground in the 
centre of the Island. Here are some eighteen cabins 
with thatched roofs (save a few with slated roofs), as 
well as the school-house with a slated roof. This area 
is the main abode of the Tree-Sparrows, and they nest 
in quite a number of these premises. The third area 
rises on the east side in the form of a headland on which 
the Lighthouse Tower and dwelling-houses for two 
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lightkeepers are built. So far the Tree-Sparrows had not 
spread to these premises for breeding purposes. However, 
on April 6th, a pair appeared on the balcony of the light
house. I watched them for quite a long time, and 
observed that the male kept up a chattering chirp to his 
mate, now and again hopping round as though inspecting 
the premises with a view to nesting. On the next day 
they appeared and stayed three hours about the light
house, as well as on a few other occasions during the rest 
of my stay on the Island. As the species appears to be on 
the increase, it is quite likely it may spread permanently 
to this part, and when that happens the Tree-Sparrow 
will be found tenanting practically all the available 
buildings on Inishtrahull. 

Having thus given a general account of my discovery 
and observations on this species, I shall now briefly touch 
upon its distribution as an Irish bird, with special 
reference as to when and how it came to inhabit 
Inishtrahull Island. The commencement of its history 
does not carry us far back. It was unknown to Thompson 
who, in Vol. I. of his Natural History of Ireland, p. 256, 
which was published in 1849, states that " The Tree- or 
Mountain-Sparrow (Fringilla- montana) appears in Temple-
ton's Catalogue of Irish Vertebrate Animals ' as a doubtful 
native,' but to my ornithological friends and myself is 
quite unknown." Watters, in his Natural History of the 
Birds of Ireland, which appeared in 1853, makes no 
mention of the Tree-Sparrow, albeit a year previous 
Montgomery showed the first Irish specimen to the 
Dublin Natural History Society. Subsequently it seems 
that this species was known only about the environs of 
Dublin, its principal quarters being on the north side 
of Dublin Bay. Here for many years Edward Williams 
made valuable observations especially with regard to 
its steady increase as a breeding-species over the county ;* 

* Nestlings from Howth obtained by this zealous naturalist in 1882 
are in the National Museum, vide More's List of Irish Birds, 1st ed., 
p. 12, 1885. 



VOL. VII.] TREE-SPARROW IN IRELAND. 43 

and it was through him that I first learned to distinguish 
this bird in the field from the House-Sparrow. The 
further distribution appears to have been first traced 
chiefly in the southern direction, for we find that in 
March, 1865, a male was obtained at Sandymount 
(British Association Guide to Co. Dublin, 1878), while 
Dalkey is also given as a locality ;* both places being 
on the south side of Dublin Bay. In December, 1890, 
an example was secured near Bray on the borders of 
co. Dublin and co. Wicklow ; six years later an exhausted 
specimen was found on the Tuskar Rock, co. Wexford, f 
In the meantime, viz. in 1886, a pair were seen fre
quenting the roof of a cabin on Aranmore Island, co. 
Donegal.J In regard to this observation Mr. Ussher 
makes the following comment: " The species cannot 
have established itself there, for in 1896, when I visited 
Aranmore with the Rev. A. Ellison, we passed an hour 
inspecting the Sparrows about the cabins on the island, 
without meeting with a Tree-Sparrow."§ I may suggest 
that to me personally an hour seems a very short time to 
allot for the inspection of sparrows on an island of such 
size as Aranmore ; it took me the greater part of a day 
to inspect the sparrows of Inishtrahull, a very much 
smaller island, and with far less cover for the birds. 
Now that I have found the Tree-Sparrow so dominant 
a feature on Inishtrahull, the question of its occurrence 
on the adjacent Island of Aranmore becomes a matter 
of renewed interest. In 1897, Mr. Ussher published 
an important paper on the "Distribution of Birds 
Breeding in Ireland," at which date he considers that 
" The Tree-Sparrow, first announced in 1852, is appar
ently still confined to the vicinity of the Go. Dublin 

* H. Blake-Knox, Zoologist, 1870, p. 2018. 

f Barrington, Migration of Birds, Analysis of Reports, 1881-1)7, 
p. 126. 

t H. M. Wallis, Zoologist, 1886, p . 489. 

§ Ussher, Birds of Ireland, 1900, p. 61. 
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coast."* Even as recently as the year 1900 we find 
in his work on The Birds of Ireland, the text of the 
article on the Tree-Sparrow runs : " Resident in one 
district north of Dublin Bay since 1852, and increasing 
there." Now while I observed a steady increase in the 
numbers of Tree-Sparrows in the vicinity of Dublin for 
ten years previous to 1901, when I left Ireland, and 
also—towards the close of those years—noticed not only 
increase of numbers in the old quarters but also an 
extension of range inland from the coast, f still the sub
sequent markedly wider distribution of this species which 
became demonstrable a few years later, can hardlv be the 
outcome of direct extension of some of the steadily 
multiplying members of the original co. Dublin colony: 
for the next colonies which were discovered were too 
remote from each other and from the Dublin colony to 
favour the view that they were established by a process 
of budding off, so to speak, from a common stem.J I t 
does not necessarily follow that the new colonies had only 
recently established themselves in the area where they 
were first found. I shall show presently that this 
was not the case in regard to the Inishtrahull colony 
which I discovered; hence we cannot argue too posi
tively that, prior to the discovery of the new colonies 
now to be indicated, the species was resident only in the 
vicinity of Dublin. I think the text of Mr Ussher's 
article on the Tree-Sparrow would read with greater 
accuracy if it ran : At present only known to &e§ resident 
in one district north of Dublin Bay, etc. etc. 

* Ussher, " Distribution of Birds Breeding in Ireland," Irish 
Naturalist, Vol. VI., p. 71, 1897. 

| For instance in 1898 I obtained a specimen from Crumlin, eight 
miles inland from Baldoyle, the latter place being the headquarters 
of the original colony (vide Ussher, Birds of Ireland, p. 60). 

J This argument scarcely holds good in the case of the little colony 
of Tree-Sparrows quite recently discovered by Miss Helen M. Metcalfe, 
an account of which is published in the Irish Naturalist, for April, 
1913, page 82. These birds were found at Johnston Bridge, co. 
Kildare, and it is as likely as not that they represent a direct extension 
of the original colony from the adjacent county of Dublin. 

§ The italicised words are those which I suggest prefixing. 
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The new colonies which I now refer to were discovered 
(a) in the west, Belmullet, co. Mayo, in 1905; (b) in 
the north, coasts of Derry, 1906, and Donegal, 1907. 
The birds discovered at Belmullet formed a colony, 
as did those found on co. Donegal coast; only one pair 
is recorded as seen on co. Derry coast; these may likely 
have been an offshoot of the Donegal birds. The account 
of the discovery of the colony at Belmullet is mentioned 
in a short note by Mr. Warren.* No details are given : 
he only states that " an esteemed correspondent from 
Belmullet " discovered the colony, and on February 10th 
sent him a good specimen for identification. The birds 
which nested in co. Derry were discovered by Mr. Nevin 
H. Poster on August 16th, 1906.f In his interesting 
article he tells us this pair bred in a Sand-Martin's nesting-
hole " situated near the top of an almost perpendicular 
cliff composed for about 60 to 70 feet from sea-level 
of rudely columnar basalt . . . " The birds in the 
colony discovered on the co. Donegal coast built 
their nests in holes in garden-walls about six feet from 
the ground. The discoverer, Mr. J. W. McWilliam, 
made the matter known to Mr. Robert Patterson on 
June 14th, 1907. The latter, in his interesting paper,J 
suggests that it is hardly " possible that these Tree-
Sparrows can have been in the district for any length 
of time, because Mr. McWilliam, who is a close and 
accurate observer, has stayed in the vicinity for several 
summers in succession, and although he has kept a careful 
watch on all the Sparrows he has met, he never suspected 
the presence of Tree-Sparrows until he discovered the 
first nest on June 14th." Had this statement ended 
here I see no reason to comment: when however we read 
further, " Undoubtedly it was Mr. Foster's discovery 

* " Tree-Sparrow in Belmullet, Co. Mayo." Robert Warren, Irish 
Naturalist, March, 1905, p . 72. 

f " O B the Nesting of the Tree-Sparrow in Co. Derry." Kevin 
H . Foster, Irish Naturalist, October, 1906, pp. 221-23. 

J " Nesting of the Tree-Sparrow in Co. Donegal." Robert Patterson, 
Irish Naturalist, August, 1907, pp. 239-40. 
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in co. Derry last year that made Mr. McWilliam pay 
increased attention to the subject this summer," we 
seem to tread on debateable ground, and ask : Had the 
birds been breeding in the district during previous 
years without having been discovered, because 
Mr. McWilliam, while being " a close and accurate 
observer," had not given the increased attention to the 
subject % Debatable though this point may seem to 
be, I am nevertheless inclined to lean to the idea that 
the birds had not long colonized the spot where they 
were detected, because in regard to the question as 
to when Tree-Sparrows first appeared on Inishtralrull 
Island, Mr. Sulman, Chief of Lloyd's Marconi operators, 
tells me that as far as the dwelling-houses at the west-end 
of the Island are concerned, the first pair of " sparrows " 
of any kind observed was in the spring of 1906, a time 
which corresponds closely with the discovery of the 
Tree-Sparrow on the mainland of co. Donegal and in 
co. Derry, as well as in co. Mayo. Hence it is not 
inconceivable that a visitation of immigrants, amounting 
almost to a small irruption, took place about that period, 
Inishtrahull being visited more or less synchronously 
with the above-mentioned localities of the mainland of 
co. Donegal and other counties. Such an irruption 
might simply be an increase in the large numbers which, 
according to Saunders,* arrive from the Continent on the 
north-east coast of Britain every autumn, and so numbers 
of such birds may have spread westward to the coast-
lands of Ireland. At any rate the discovery of Tree-
Sparrows much about the same time in so many different 
districts is a matter worthy of note. Returning to the 
observations of Mr. Sulman, he tells me that he was first 
disturbed by the twittering of " sparrows " in the early 
mornings above his bedroom window in the spring of 1906, 
and noticed shortly afterwards that the birds had taken 
up their quarters under the weather-boards of his house, 
A few weeks later these "sparrows" were observed carrying 

* Saunders, Manual of British Birds, 2nd ed., 1899, p . 181. 
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pieces of straw, etc. ; and eventually they built their 
nest and reared their young. He tells me that the 
birds appeared very tame, and made a practice of 
sitting on the clothes-lines and walls, waiting for the 
fowls to be fed. When the food appeared they flew 
down and joined in the repast. In 1907 a second pair 
took up their quarters and bred under the weather
boards of the next house. In subsequent years the 
numbers breeding about these premises had increased : 
in March 18th, 1913, Mr. Sulman saw twelve birds 
perched on the railings of his house, waiting to purloin 
some of the fowls' food. He frequently observed similar 
numbers this spring consorting with the fowls. With 
regard to the houses themselves, Mr. Sulman states 
that there were none erected at the west-end of the 
Island until 1901 and 1903. The premises are slate-
roofed, with weather-boards at their ends; the walls 
are of cement, roughly dashed with small pebbles. The 
school-house, also slate-roofed and dashed, was built 
in 1901. The fog-signallers' dwellings are flat-roofed and 
were not erected until 1905. It is thus quite evident 
that the Tree-Sparrows could not have bred about 
these premises longer than twelve years ; but, according 
to Mr. Sulman's account, some of the houses were erected 
five years before sparrows selected them for breeding-
sites. 

So much then for the evidence of the Tree-Sparrow's 
first appearance at the western extremity of the Island. 
There still remains the question to be answered: had 
they inhabited the thatched roofs of cabins in the valley 
of the Island before that time ? On questioning the 
natives I gleaned but little information, in fact some 
of the statements were conflicting. I was informed 
that the sparrows and the Marconi operators with 
their big houses all came together; that the birds had 
been only a few years on the Island; that they were 
always there, but not especially noticed until I came. 
Asking them if they ever noticed larger sparrows, they 
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said no, and the reason the birds were smaller than those 
on the mainland was because they had less to eat and 
poorer stuff! ! Speaking generally most of the natives 
seemed to think that sparrows frequented their cabins 
as far back as they could recollect. Now, if we favour 
this last assumption the matter is full of interest, for if 
the Tree-Sparrow is only of recent importation and yet 
sparrows have perennially inhabited the island, it follows 
as a corollary that the Tree-Sparrow completely sup
planted its larger congener the House-Sparrow. I hardly 
think such is likely ; and yet Mr. Ussher in his Birds 
of Ireland, in writing his article on the House-Sparrow, 
p. 59, states that it " breeds on all the inhabited islands 
of the north and west." If Mr. Ussher actually proved 
this point by personal in\ estigation, or by obtaining 
specimens of House-Sparrows from Inishtrahull prior 
to 1900, when his book was published, then the ques
tion of the smaller species supplanting the larger at a 
subsequent period cannot be summarily dismissed. If 
on the other hand Mr. Ussher merely assumed that 
the House-Sparrow frequented Inishtrahull (an 
assumption one might be tempted to make on 
account of the considerable numbers of House-
Sparrows which, I understand, frequent the more or 
less adjacent islands of the north coast, viz. Tory 
and Rathlin), it may in reality have been the Tree-
Sparrow, not the House-Sparrow, which inhabited 
Inishtrahull Island when Mr. Ussher's book was 
published. Curiously enough Thompson* makes no 
mention of Inishtrahull when dealing with the distribu
tion of the House-Sparrow, yet he says that " these 
birds are very common in the Island of Rathlin (Dr. J. W. 
Marshall), and in August, 1845, several were observed 
about the Round Tower and neighbouring cottages 
in Tory Island (Mr. Hyndman)." Personally, I am 
rather surprised at the absence of the House-Sparrow 
from Inishtrahull, for it is abundant on the adjacent 

* Thompson, Natural History of Ireland, Vol. I., 1849, p. 256. 
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mainland, e.g. about Malin Head. Certainly Tory, 
Aranmore, and Rathlin should now be thoroughly 
surveyed for the purposes of investigating the presence 
of the Tree-Sparrow on these islands also. They are 
much larger islands than Inishtrahull, hence there is 
ample room for both Tree- and House-Sparrows to dwell 
together in harmony and obtain adequate food and 
shelter. 

In conclusion, having now brought the interesting 
fact to light that the Tree-Sparrow is a dominant 
feature of bird-life on Inishtrahull Island, one wonders, if 
it goes on increasing as it apparently has been doing, 
whether it will continue to hold its own against its 
enemies : for while free from human molestation, which 
must largely account for its tameness, it doubtless 
falls a prey to Merlin hawks, and cats. I understand 
that the latter were brought over to the Island some time 
ago to suppress an outbreak of mice ; the mice have 
materially diminished in numbers, but the cats have 
remained, and as their owners practically never eat 
meat or fish (the latter being shipped off and sold as 
soon as possible), it is evident that these animals cannot 
depend for their living on what they may be presented 
with or may purloin from their owners. Hence it is more 
than likely that many Tree-Sparrows which assemble 
round the cabin-doors become, from time to time, an 
easy prey to the feline domestic. There is practically 
a cat in every cabin, and from the activity displayed 
by these animals as they dart up rocky pinnacles or 
descend the face of precipitous cliffs to the water's 
edge in pursuit of birds, I should say that their environ
ment here has brought into play the predatory instincts, 
handed down by their wild ancestors, in a marked 
degree. 
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