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M O R T A L I T Y A M O N G B I R D S D U R I N G T H E 
F E B R U A R Y F R O S T IN W E S T C O R N W A L L . 

BY 

H. M. WALLIS. 

U N T I L the last week in January . 1917, the weather was 
genial. On the 17th, and again on the 24th, a Phyttoscopus, 
probably a Chiffehaff, and almost certainly the same bird, 
was taking flies off the surface of a running brook a t Helston. 
After the lat ter date frost set in and the small creature was 
seen no more. 

Probably owing to some change in habit of moles and mice 
during snow, there was a complete alteration in the behaviour 
of a Barn-Owl, which relinquished its daylight quarterings 
of a rushy marsh, and perchings upon the ground beside 
drains. Since the snow went he has resumed his beat. 

Large flocks of Lapwing and Black-headed Gull appeared, 
increasing as the frost hardened and far exceeding their food 
supply. Lapwings haunted the town rubbish-tips and dis
puted morsels with the Gulls, Jackdaws and Starlings, bu t 
came off badly. They frequented little town gardens, tripping 
feebly on tiny grass-plots in front of suburban houses, pecking 
among gooseberry-bushes a t the back, constantly chased by 
lapdogs, but constantly returning. They came to the windows 
for food, and died in gardens, beside roads, and in every 
field, and along frozen drains. 

Black-headed Gulls alighted in the principal street of Helston 
by six and seven a t a flight. I saw Song-Thrush, Jackdaw, 
Starling, Meadow-Pipit, Chaffinch and Pied and Grey Wagtail 
in Coinagehall Street at different times during the frost. 

Redwings swarmed, but neither they nor Meldfares ac
commodated themselves to the conditions, or grew bold. 
Thej* died in incalculable numbers in ditches and woods. 

Small birds of prey had the times of their lives. I counted 
four headless Redwing lying beneath one bough, presumably 
the work of a cock Sparrow-Hawk which was much in 
evidence. Other predacious birds, possibly Magpie and J a y , 
both present, sucked the brains of countless Redwing ; there 
was little else on the bodies worth eating. Blackbirds suffered 
in the same manner, chiefly hens, or birds of the year, Starlings 
likewise. 

During one walk I counted ninety-five corpses. Eighteen 
lay stranded at one bend of a stream and nine more a little 
iarther on. These were not small birds, but Lapwing, Black-
headed, Common and (one) Herring Gull. The bodies lay 
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packed side by side as on a poulterer's slab and were intact; 
a week later, Gulls and Tits were at them. A living Black-
headed Gull allowed me to lift i t ; the creature weighed no 
more than a Thrush and was unable to walk. 

The species chiefly affected were as follows roughly in 
order of mortali ty : Lapwing, Redwing, Blackbird, Black-
headed Gull, Starling, Song-Thrush, Fieldfare, Golden Plover, 
Common Gull, Herring-Gull, Chaffinch. Besides these which 
1 saw myself, my friends speak of having seen dead Rooks, 
Jackdaws, Mistle-Thrush, Snipe, Moor-Hen, Water-Rail, 
Sky-Lark, Wren and Rock-Pipit. I have also come across 
the remains of some Coots. 

I think Kestrels left us during the hard weather, as did the 
Ravens seen in January . Carrion-Crows and the Tawny 
Owl were constantly heard. 

Larks almost disappeared. Native birds wholly went. I 
only saw a single Greenfinch. Bullfinches and Linnets were 
fairly abundant and apparently unaffected, as were Chaffinches, 
save in a single instance. No species of Bunting remained. 

We were visited by Turnstone, Redshank, Curlew, Jack 
Snipe, Ringed Plover, Dunlin and Snipe ; also by hundreds 
of Wigeon ; numerous, but somewhat fewer Pochard, Teal 
and Mallard. Perhaps a score of Shoveler were in daily view, 
but they did not always keep in flock ; nor did the still more 
numerous Tufted Duck, which habitually consort with Coot 
rather than with Pochard. Pintail and Scaup dropped in 
for a day a t intervals, as did the Red-throated Diver and 
Eared Grebe. None of these water-fowl seemed weak or 
suffering, but at Falmouth, the Swanpool (Joots were pinched, 
sitting dejectedly upon the ice, or scrambling for crumbs like 
fowls in a farmyard. 

All the ordinary Tits survived the frost, but I have seen 
few Long-Tailed Tit, and no Goldcrest since February 1st. 
Water-Rails have been unusually visible and vocal, and some 
must have suffered, but this bird creeps into hollow willows 
to die and its remains escape notice. Even the Green Wood
pecker has been more familiar than its wont. 

A female Stonechat, seen on February 27th, had probably 
survived the visitation ; it seems too early for a migrant. 
The weather is said to have been the hardest and longest 
cold here since the Crimean War, or some such forgotten date. 

I t has broken now. February 8th, but the Lapwing are 
gone. Except withering remains even-where not a bird is 
to be seen. 


