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STARLING R O O S T S A N D FLIGHT-LINES 
NEAR OXFORD. 

BY 

B. J. MARPLES, B.A., M.SC. 

T H E following observations on the roosting habits of Starlings 
(Stumus v. vulgaris) were made near Oxford in the period 
between October, 1927, and December, 1928. Summaries 
of these observations were published in the Reports of the 
Oxford Ornithological Society for 1927 and 1928, but it seems 
desirable to give a further account of them for comparison 
with the recent papers on " The Behaviour of Starlings 
in win te r" [Brit. Birds, Vol. XXI I I . , pp. 138 and 170; Vol. 
XXIV. , p. 346). 

The observations were undertaken to verify the statement 
by Bruce F . Cummings (t.c, Vol. II . , p. 119) that Starlings 
follow definite flight-lines to the roost, and tha t they tend to 
avoid passing over hills. The work was carried out by a 
single observer using a bicycle, and therefore the area 
covered was not very large, nor was it possible to determine 
the size of the feeding territory of the birds using one roost, 
as was done by Wynne Edwards in Devonshire. 

Three roosts were located about twelve miles apart, forming 
a triangle with the city of Oxford in the centre. From the 
direction taken by flocks about ten miles north of Oxford 
there was apparently another roost in the region of Chipping 
Norton. I had information of still another roost near Tring, 
south-east of the Oxford area. 

The first roost located was in a small wood, known as 
Hampton Gorse, north of Oxford, on the main road to 
Bicester. The wood is about 150 yards square, and consists 
of a very dense thicket of blackthorn bushes seven or eight 
feet high, with a strip of oaks along each side. The country 
round is practically flat. Most of the birds came to the 
roost from an easterly direction, and though flight-lines were 
not very definite there were two main streams of flocks. One 
was parallel to and along the Bicester road, and the other was 
from the south-east from the direction of Otmoor. Large 
flocks arrived in quick succession from each direction, often 
in long curving lines. Small parties also came from the other 
points of the compass, but not nearly to such an extent as 
from the east. 

The next roost was found south-east of Oxford, about nine 
miles away, near the main road to High Wycombe. I t will 
be called the Milton roost, Milton being the neighbouring 
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village. The birds roosted in a small wood and the neigh
bouring hedges and bushes. It was a much larger roost than 
Hampton Gorse, but resembled it in receiving most of its 
birds from the eastern side. Numerous birds went to it from 
the region just south of Bicester, some twelve miles away, 
but still larger flocks came from the direction of Thame. 
Few were seen to come from the west, and none from the 
south. 

Sketch map of the Oxford district showing the Starling roosts 
and flight-lines. 

The third roost was near the village of Fyfield, south-west 
of Oxford. It was in a rectangular plantation of larches 
which were ten or twelve feet high. Two paths cross at 
right-angles in the centre, dividing the plantation into four 
quarters, and most of the Starlings roosted in dense crowds 
in the south-east quarter. Here, in contrast to the other 
two roosts, large flocks came in from all sides. It was, 
however, only possible to investigate the flight-lines which 
were on the side nearest Oxford. 
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To the north-east of Fyfield, and about five miles from it, 
are the two hills of Wytham and Cumnor, each about 500 feet, 
separated by a narrow gap at Botley. In this region it could 
clearly be seen that the flocks normally avoid passing over 
hills when making for the roost. Birds whose feeding areas 
lay north of Oxford went to the Fyfield roost either round 
the north end of Wytham Hill or through the Botley gap. 
At these points the flocks converge and join to form very 
large flocks which continued flying high and straight towards 
the roost. Those feeding further south passed close to the 
south of Cumnor Hill. Only on two occasions were the 
flocks seen to cross one of these hills. These were January 
25th and 26th, 1928, when there was a very strong south-west 
wind blowing. Possibly the abnormal behaviour of the 
birds was connected with the abnormal weather conditions. 
Flocks coming from the region north of Oxford passed 
straight over Wytham Hill instead of going through the 
Botley gap or round the north end. They seemed to be 
having much difficulty with the wind, as they flew very close 
to the ground, and large numbers alighted in the fields after 
crossing the hill before continuing their flight. 

During the whole of the time that observations were made 
the flight-lines were quite definite and clearly marked. This 
habit of flying to and from the roost along definite lines 
appears to be normal in the behaviour of Starlings. It was 
noticed also in connection with roosts in Cheshire and 
Hampshire, and is mentioned by several writers on the 
roosting-habits of Starlings. The time at which flocks pass 
a given point on successive nights was very constant, but 
varied with the length of day, being earlier in winter than in 
summer. In December the first flocks were seen going to 
the roost at about 3.30 p.m., while in May they were not 
seen until about 7.30 p.m. Starlings seem to be amongst 
the first birds to go to roost. None of the flight-lines were 
straight enough to locate the roost by distant bearings taken 
along them, as has been described by Wynne Edwards. 

The behaviour of Starlings before roosting is very constant. 
During the day they are scattered over the feeding grounds, 
which are usually grass fields, in small parties of perhaps 
twenty or thir ty birds. As roosting time approaches the 
flock flies into the top of a tree and sings, while other parties 
come in from the surrounding fields and join it. In this way 
a flock of moderate size is formed. Suddenly all the birds 
rise together and set off towards the roost. Other flocks 
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join them, either on the wing or during short halts, which 
sometimes take place on the way, usually near the beginning 
of the flight. By the time the roost is reached most of the 
flocks are very large, consisting probably of some thousands 
of birds. Very often the flocks alight when they are close 
to the roost where they sing, or on the ground where they 
feed. All the time, except when in flight, they produce the 
characteristic chattering whistling sound. The aerial evolu
tions of the flocks over the roost before settling down for the 
night are well known and have often been described. 

Starling roosts are commonly said to be occupied regularly 
every winter for many years. Forrest (Zoologist, 1900) gives 
a.list of twenty roosts in Shropshire, most of which had been 
occupied for more than twenty years. Starlings are said to 
move from roosts composed of deciduous trees to more 
sheltered situations when the leaves fall. The most striking 
fact which was discovered when making observations in the 
Oxford region was the changing habits of the birds with 
regard to the roosts. 

In October, 1927, all three roosts were occupied. Hampton 
Gorse was still occupied in November, but on December 3rd, 
with the exception of two or three scattered birds, it was 
deserted. While it was in use the two main flight-lines were 
from the north-east from the direction of Bicester, and from 
the east from the direction of Otmoor. After it was aban
doned they no longer converged towards Hampton Gorse. 
The one from Otmoor passed straight along the river, about 
a mile to the south, while the one from Bicester went straight 
over the former roost and continued in the same direction. 
Both joined the flight-lines to the Fyfield roost, which passed 
round Wytham Hill. The feeding area of the Fyfield roost 
had previously extended to within a mile or two of Hampton 
Gorse. By the beginning of March this roost was again 
occupied and was used until some time in May, when it was 
once more deserted. The observations being carried out 
during the Oxford terms were necessarily interrupted for a 
considerable period during the long vacation. In October, 
November and December, 1928, the roost was examined, 
but no Starlings were roosting there. The fall of the leaves 
would seem to have no bearing on the desertion of this roost, 
as there were very few leaves on the blackthorns at any 
time. These grew very close together and the roost was 
as sheltered as the larch plantation occupied throughout the 
winter. 
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The Milton roost was occupied by very large numbers of 
birds in October and November, 1927, but by January, 1928, 
it was deserted. I was informed that it was usually occupied 
in October and November, but there were no signs of its being 
used in the autumn of 1928. 

The Fyfield roost was in use from October, 1927, to March, 
1928, during the latter part of which period it was apparently 
used by the birds which had roosted at Hampton Gorse. 
During May and June it was deserted, but occupied again 
in October, November and December. I t was used by very 
large numbers of birds, but it is improbable that the birds 
from the roost near Milton transferred to it, as this had been 
a very large roost, and the flocks seen going towards Fyfield 
in the vicinity of Milton were all small. Since most of the 
flocks came to the Milton roost from the east, it is possible that 
the birds transferred to another or a new roost somewhere in 
that direction. 

So far as the observations go there' appears to be no regu
larity in the occupation of these roosts. In the autumn of 
1927 all three roosts were in use, while in tha t of 1928 only 
the Fyfield one. I t was only possible to study the roosts 
intensively for fifteen months, but occasional observations 
on the directions taken by the flocks during the next two 
years point to the continuation of the conditions of 1928 
with one exception. In May, 1930, near the north end of 
Wytham Hill, a succession of small flocks was observed 
flying north-west along a definite line. This line was quite 
different from all those previously observed in this region, 
and may indicate the formation of a new and possibly a 
summer roost. 

The results of this investigation may be summarized as 
follows. The Starlings from a large area of country all 
congregate to roost usually in a smali wood, the longest 
distance they were observed to go being 16 miles. The 
flocks going to the roost increase in size by the addition of 
other parties of birds, and may contain many thousands by 
the time they arrive. They follow definite routes, termed 
flight-lines, along which pass a succession of flocks. These 
flight-lines are more or less direct, but tend to avoid passing 
over hills, even of moderate height. The roosts may be in 
use even during the breeding-season. Of three roosts, only 
one was reoccupied regularly in successive years. 


