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THE OXFORD TRAPPING STATION. 
BY 

E. M. NICHOLSON AND M. W. WILLSON. 

THE Trapping Station of the Oxford Ornithological Society 
in Christ Church Meadowwas opened on November 16th, 1927. 
The site is a low mound in the centre of the Meadow, which 
consists of fifty acres of low-lying ground, waterlogged and 
partially flooded during the winter months, surrounded by 
avenues of well-grown timber. A reedy dyke, about four 
yards broad, crosses the Meadow, and it is at the edge of this 

THE OXFORD TRAPPING STATION IN CHRIST CHURCH MEADOW. 

(Photographed by W. G. H . D. Crouch.) 

that the trap is placed in the shelter of an alder, the only 
considerable tree in the open area. The trap is built on the 
plans of F. C. Lincoln (antea, Vol. XXL, pp. 134-150), and 
is of the type which he calls the House Trap, with some 
modifications which will be described later. The cost was 
about £6. The working is done by certain members of the 
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Oxford Ornithological Society, who visit it in rotation at about 
8 and n a.m., 2 p.m., and the hour when the Meadow closes. 
At the time of writing, the scheme has been in operation only 
for thirteen weeks, and conclusions must, therefore, be of 
an extremely tentative nature. 

During that period there were found in the trap 250 birds 
(of thirteen species); 221 of these were ringed, the discrepancy 
between the two figures being due partly to escapes, partly 
to the release of certain species before authority for ringing 
them had been obtained. The numbers ringed weekly were 
as follows :—• 

Week No. No. of 
(Dates inclusive) Ringed Re- Weather Bait Used 

^Scraps of 
bread, fish, 
canary seed, 

\and occasion-
tally grain. 

some 

Nov. 16-27 
Nov. 23-29 
Nov. 30-Dec. 6 
Dec. 7-13 

Dec. 14-20 
Dec. 21-23 
Michaelmas Term 

1927 

1928 

Jan-. 24-30 

Jan. 31-Feb. 6 
Feb. 7-13 
Feb. 14-20 
Feb. 21-27 
Feb. 28-March 5 
March 6-12 
March 13-19 

9 
8 

2 2 
1 

38 
2 

— 
80 

14 

19 
19 
1 2 

*4 
23 
16 
24 

— 
— 
— • 

— 
1 

— 
1 

2 

8 
1 0 

6 
6 

28 
2 0 

41 

Mild 
Mild 

Frosty 
(Trap closed for 

repair Dec. 7-11) 
Very cold 

(Trap closed till end < 

Mild 

Mild; slight frost 
Mild; slight frost 

Mild 
Mild; slight frost 

Unsettled ; then fine 
very cold ; some snow 
Snow at first; then 

fine and warm 

and 

I Grain 
\ bread, 

Bread 
grain 
equally. 
Pinhead oat-

i meal; bread 
I and grain. 
I Pinhead oat-
i meal and 
I bread. 

Hilary Term 1928 141 121 

The principal species ringed are the Starling (Sturnus v. 
vulgaris) (ninety-six, of which fifty-four in November to 
December 1927) ; Greenfinch (Chloris ch. chloris) (forty-nine, 
all in 1928 ; twenty-six during the March period); Chaffinch 
(Fringilla c. ccelebs) (thirty-three, all except four during 
1928); House-Sparrow (Passer d, domesticus) (fifteen, all 
in 1927) ; Reed-Bunting (Emberiza s. schasniclus) (eight), 
and Yellow-Bunting (E. c. citrinetta) (eight, all in March 1928). 
Probably the most unusual species taken are the Brambling 
(Fringilla montifringilla), Meadow-Pipit (Anthus pratensis) 
and Jackdaw (Colasus m. spermologus), but the occurrence of 
three Robins (Erithacus rubecula) on the first day of working, 
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and none since, is at any rate psychologically interesting. 
The column of recoveries enumerates all occurrences of birds 
previously marked, since the same bird may be retrapped 
many times. The only species which have so far contracted 
the " trap habit " to any marked extent are the Greenfinch 
and the Reed-Bunting. A male Greenfinch, F 6931, ringed 
on January 31st, returned to the trap no less than twenty-nine 
times during the period ; another fifteen times ; another 
thirteen times in a week. Two male Reed-Buntings have 
been six times retrapped. 

Sexes, wherever distinguishable, are particularly noted, 
and the proportions of males and females trapped present 
some points of interest, though the numbers are scarcely 
large enough to warrant the drawing of any very definite 
conclusions. Among House-Sparrows, Blackbirds (Turdus 
m. merula) and Great Tits (Pavus m. newtoni), all taken 
during November and December, females were in a slight 
majority. Among Greenfinches, Chaffinches, Yellow-Buntings 
and Reed-Buntings, the great majority of which were taken 
during January to March, males were 60 per cent, more numer
ous than females—in the case of Buntings they were six to 
one. 

It will be noticed that the proportionate numbers of the 
different species are not constant within the period. The 
marked falling-off in the number of Starlings, which formed 
about 70 per cent, of the total for November to December, 
and only about 30 per cent, for Hilary Term 1928, and the 
corresponding increase of Finches and Buntings, is to some 
extent explained by the change in the kind of bait used, but 
the comparative mildness of the weather has been an important 
factor. The Starling population of the Meadow finds more 
than enough to support it in the soft mud. The most 
successful iood during the mild weather has been pinhead 
oatmeal, which appears to be especially attractive to Green
finches. These are not among the dominant birds of the 
Meadow, and appear to come from a distance in order to 
visit the trap in growing numbers. Their repeated occurences 
have made possible some preliminary experiments on their 
homing ability, a summary of which follows :—• 

HOMING OF MARKED GREENFINCHES. 
Date Date Distance Date 

Ring Sex of of Place of and Direc- of Remarks 
No. Marking Removal Release tion from Return 

Trap 
F. 6931 31.1.28 12.2.28 St. Michael St. Jm.N.W. 13.2.28 

Do. Do. 15.2.28 Radcliffe Inf. im.N. 16.2.28 
Do. Do. 1.3.28 Balliol Quad. im.N. 3.3.28 
Do. Do. 9.3.28 Bladon X roads 6im.N.W. 12.3.28 
Do. Do. 16.3.28 Frilford Heath 6Jm.S.W. 17.3.28 
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Ring 
No, 

G. 2708 
Do. 
Do. 

G.2710 

G.3765 

Do. 

G. 2762 

Date 
Sex of 

Marking 

26.2.28 
Do. 
Do. 
Do. 

29,2.28 

Do. 

4.3-28 

Date 
of Place of 

Removal Release 

6.3.28 
8.3.28 

15.3.28 
3.3-28 

12.3.28 

15.3-sS 

8.3.28 

Farmoor corner 
Horton, Otmoor 
3 Pigeon's Corner 
Ewelme Downs 

St. Jobn's Garden 

Wheatley Bridge 

Woodperry 

Distance 
and Direc
tion from 

Trap 
4m.W. 

6im.N.E. 
gm.E. 

l3m,S.E. 

tm.N. 

6m.E. 

6iro.N.E. 

Date 
of 

Return 

7.3.28 
14.3.28 
16.3.28 

14.3.28 

— 
15.3.28 

Remarks 

Not yet re-
trapped. 

Not yet re-
trapped 

To comment upon these would obviously be premature ; 
they are quoted in order to show that either Greenfinches 
taken haphazard have a remarkable knowledge of many 
thousand of acres of country, or that they possess and use 
freely something like a homing sense. Which of the two is 
involved may be demonstrated partly by releasing birds 
still farther afield, which we propose to do, and partly by 
rearing young from the nest and releasing them at a suitable 
age in order to discover whether they have a similar ability. 

The Greenfinch, being a very easy species to keep, we 
should be grateful if any readers of British Birds would act 
on this suggestion during the spring, and let us know the results 
of their experiments either with wild birds or controls reared 
in captivity. 

The plans given by F, C. Lincoln were found to need 
modification in practice. The doors proved far from satis
factory. It can be assumed that birds enter on or near the 
ground, following the trail of bait, and observation shows 
that many attempts to escape are made at a higher level. 
It follows that the upper halt of the door, when left ajar in 
the " set " position, is quite useless for admitting birds and 
can only serve to let them out. This was remedied by making 
one of the inner pair on a different pattern, about four inches 
broader for the upper than for the lower half, the change in 
breadth being effected simply by a double bend in the outer 
rod at about thirty inches above the ground. The large 
single door is open to the objection that it blocks the fairway 
of birds coming in out of all proportion to its efficiency in 
preventing them from getting out, once they have succeeded 
in repassing the inner doors. A method by which this might 
have been avoided is illustrated by the following ground 
plan, fig. 1 being Lincoln's arrangement and fig. 2 the proposed 
alternative. 

It has been found advisable to provide several perches 
inside, since a few birds have dashed themselves about so 
violently as to cause a cut or bruise above the bill, which is, 
however, rapidly healed. An attempt to pad the corners 
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with small-mesh stop-net failed, owing to the impossibility 
of finding a net in which no bird could entangle itself. Low 
perches have been fixed in the ground within the surrounding 
guard-fence, which is about 3 feet high, sloping outwards. 
This and the box, attached to a corner post, in which rings, 
pliers, schedules and site-books are kept, is clearly seen in 
the accompanying picture, which was taken before the new 
doors and perches were provided. 

It must be admitted that the returns have not been, and 
are unlikely to become, as large as might be expected from 
private traps worked singly by an equal number of observers. 
But the co-operative large scale station has many advantages, 
not the least of which is that it allows people to take part 

who could not otherwise do any trapping at all, since with 
ten observers on the rota, the amount of time demanded 
from each is about an hour and a half every week. Some have 
already been so far interested as to start private traps of 
their own, and it is hoped that the trap may become the parent 
of many others in different parts of the country. These 
tentative remarks are put forward simply in the hope of 
inciting other groups of observers to band together for this 
work, and are in no way final. Apart from the co-operative 
aspects there are several private observers whose experience 
of British trapping conditions is much more extensive. In 
conclusion we should like to record our indebtedness to the 
Christopher Welch Trustees for the funds out of which the 
station was built, to the Governing Body of Christ Church, for 
permission to use the site, and to Mr. J. P. Burkitt, whose ex
cellent advice was responsible for several of the improvements. 

GROUND PLAN. 


