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T H E SEVERE WINTER OF 1916-17 AND ITS 

EFFECT ON BIRDS IN T H E SOUTH OF IRELAND-

B Y 

0. J. OAEROLL. 

I N the south of Ireland, hard relentless frosts and unprece
dented snowstorms began in November, 1916, and lasted 
—with interruptions—until the middle of April, 1917, 
causing the destruction of birds in incredible numbers, 
A continuous three weeks' frost was followed early in February 
by heavy snow, which drifted to a depth of over ten feet, 
rendering many roads quite impassable. 

Birds were then dying everywhere, and a Brambling, one 
of the wildest of small birds, came several times beneath 
the window to feed with other pensioners. All species 
were very restless, ever on the move searching for unfrozen 
ground. Black-headed Gulls swung backwards and forwards 
in front of the windows to fetch up eventually beside the 
food which my wife spread daily near the house, while Curlews 
forced from-the marshes became comparatively tame, and 
wandered through the open fields in little bands. White-
fronted Geese were seen in unexpected places, and Snipe 
from all parts congregated on the river banks. Nevertheless, 
they quickly became mere atoms of fluffy-skin and bone, 
and died in quantities. Numerous Woodcocks came down 
from the mountains to delve about in mossy hollows and under 
the shelter of thorn bushes. Unlike the Snipe they remained 
rather plump and well conditioned throughout, though 
what they found to eat goodness only knows. 

The Thrush family fared badly, but Fieldfares less so 
than the other members. Redwings, always the first to 
collapse in hard weather, suffered dreadfully and were 
strewn around everywhere dead. For warmth at night, 
they stuffed themselves into every available hole, and when 
I was sawing timber I found their frozen remains tightly 
wedged into narrow cracks. Soon after that they all dis
appeared and I have not since seen any Redwings. Here, 
in the south, Blackbirds and Song-Thrushes were seriously 
thinned out, but in co. Mayo Mr. Ruttledge finds the former 
in their usual numbers now, while Song-Thrushes have been 
almost exterminated there, as they have been in co. Dublin, 
according to Canon Benson. Mistle - Thrushes quickly 
succumbed, and those left have been singularly silent. For 
a few weeks Fieldfares entirely disappeared, but in spring 
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they turned up again in flocks preparatory to leaving the 
country. 

Underneath Starling roosts the ground was thickly littered 
with corpses, and Rooks in a semi-starved condition eked 
out an existence by drinking the blood of the feeble birds 
thev slaughtered. All the Corvidm seemed to win through, 
doubtless by indulging their natural carnivorous tendencies. 

Lapwings even came into stable-yards—those individuals 
that were not starved or frozen. However, Golden Plover 
fared better-and did not become the least tame, while I 
noticed little or no diminution of Coots or Waterhens. 

Golden-crested Wrens have almost ceased to exist: I 
have not seen one since mid-winter and I doubt if more 
than one per cent, survives. The Tits obviously suffered, 
especially Long-tailed Tits and Coal-Tits ; and Stonechats 
and Grey Wagtails are now quite scarce. The latter birds 
appear to be as delicate as they look and are always most 
susceptible to weather changes. Pied Wagtails, on the 
other hand, seem unaffected by weather, and are now as 
numerous as* heretofore. Robins have decreased slightly, 
Wrens more so, and Meadow-Pipits paid a very heavy toll. 

The winter had, of course, no effect on the hardy Crossbill*, 
while Buntings and Finches came out of it well, especially 
Chaffinches, which are evidently exceptionally robust3 
and never once looked starved and miserable like almost 
everything else. 

Throughout the whole of Ireland the mortality amongst 
the birds must have been desperately heavy, for even along 
the western seaboard there was no respite from the awful 
frost. I am told of Lapwings which lay dead in bunches in 
Kerry, a county which has often proved the assured refuge 
of the hordes fleeing there to escape the icy grip of winter. 

In general, the spring migrants arrived punctually, the 
Chiffehaff being a notable exception. I t is usually heard 
here about March 21st, however this season none appeared 
until the end of the first week in April, but, on March 27th, a 
comparatively mild day, I saw an unfortunate Willow-Wren 
feebly " trying over " a bar or two of its song. This bird 
could hardly have survived long, for two days later hail 
and snow began again, and on April 1-2 developed into a 
blizzard which beat all records here for depth and severity. 

Altogether the nesting-season was ushered in amongst 
general chaos. Ravens began up to time, some in fact rather 
earlier than usual, bearing out Mr Walpole Bond's experience 
that " in hard springs Ravens are apt to be forward with 
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their domestic affairs, in open seasons backward." * I should 
think this is attributable to the increased amount of food in 
snowy weather when many more sheep are lost. Certainly 
this spring the mountains were " humming " with the smell 
of braxy mutton! Hooded Crows were normal, one bird 
sitting on six eggs on March 27th, but it was an unusual 
and somewhat trying experience to wade through snow 
to the foot of their nesting-trees and then climb up with 
cold numb hands. Magpies, however, were thrown into 
utter confusion. Instead of having complete clutches by 
April 19th, a capital date for them here, they were then 
only lining their nests and eggs were not general until May. 
The waders were mostly late, but Woodcocks in sheltered 
places were not affected and the ducks—Mallards, Teal and 
Shovelers—laid somewhat earlier than usual, which is 
surprising, but several young died soon after they emerged. 

Dippers which, by the way, withstood the winter 
successfully, were almost a fortnight behind time in laying, 
and of other normally early breeders Crossbills maintained 
their reputation, while Herons were somewhat late. On the 
whole, Peregrines, whose food supply was, if anything, 
more abundant than usual, were very backward. This 
must have been due to the cold or in some instances, 
perhaps, to the eyries being surrounded, or even filled in, 
with snow. 

Other coastal birds—including Choughs—were seemingly 
unaffected, and in two cases Shags, which breed in favoured 
nooks, had " chipping" eggs and newly-hatched young 
on April 17th. 

Robins, Thrushes and Blackbirds were greatly delayed 
in their nesting operations, and some of the last-named 
birds sat on two eggs only. 

Now, in May, the scarcity of grass, and the dried feathery 
remains which drift about wherever one goes, testify to the 
hardest winter in living memory. 

* Field Studies of Sarer Birds, p. 96. 


