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THE R O O S T S A N D DIURNAL D I S T R I B U T I O N OF 
STARLINGS IN N O R T H DEVON DURING T H E 

M O N T H S OF DECEMBER A N D J A N U A R Y , 
1931-1932. 

] | . A. R. THOMSON. 

Ix 1908 Mr. Bruce F. Cummings published in British Birds 
some observations regarding routes and roosts of birds, 
including Starlings (Stumus v. vulgaris), in the district of 
Barnstaple (Vol. IF , pp. 119-124), while in 1929 an account 
of the distribution and roosting habits of Starlings in Devon 
and Cornwall was contributed by Mr. V. C. Wynne Edwards 
(Vol. X X I I I . , pp. 138-153, 170-180). A part of north Devon 
was not included in the latter survey, and in response to en
quiries by Mr. Machell Cox, who had undertaken the original 
survey with Mr. Wynne Edwards, the writer made a few 
observations in this district during the winter of 1929-30. In 
December and January, 1931-32, time was found for a more 
thorough investigation of the district. The area in which 
observations were made is about 340 square miles in extent, 
stretching southward from Ilfracombe on the westward 
extremity and from Bratton Fleming in the east to a line 
drawn through Worlington and Huish. No observations were 
made between Bratton Fleming and the coastline from Combe 
Martin to Lynton, and the country close to Worlington and 
Huish, which had previously been surveyed by Mr. Machell 
Cox, was also neglected. 

The whole of this area is served by two roosts, one at Huish 
and one at Affcton Mill. Both these roosts were reported 
in Mr. Wynne Edwards' articles. During the winter of 1929 
the Starlings from Bratton Fleming were followed to the roost 
at Huish. The boundary of the feeding area of this roost was 
observed to lie somewhere to the east of Filleigh (see map). 
In 1931 it was found that the Starlings from Bratton Fleming 
no longer roosted at Huish and now flew to the roost at 
Affcton Mill, an equal distance away. During the last few 
years the size of the Affeton roost has considerably increased 
and its feeding area now extends as far as Coddon Hill, four 
miles west of Filleigh, and the boundary line appears to run 
in a south-easterly direction from this point. At Coddon all 
flocks on the east side of the hill flew to Affeton Mill, and all 
on the west to Huish. Further south, near South Molton 
Road Station, the dividing line between the two areas is not 
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so clearly marked, and in the evening, flocks can be seen 
crossing the valley to their respective roosts in opposite 
directions. 

Mr. Cummings reported that there were four or five roosts 
in the Barnstaple district, and he did not discover any flocks 
travelling more than six miles to and from a roost. At the 
present time birds travel about three times that distance 
although there appears to be no lack of suitable roosting 
places nearer at hand. 

Map of North Devon, showing roosts, deviations and feeding areas 
of Starlings. December-January, 1932. 

Only about 120 square miles of the Affeton Mill feeding 
area lie within the district that has been surveyed. Birds 
feeding on the outskirts must travel each evening at least 
seventeen miles. In the Huish area flocks have been traced 
to the roost from the high ground near Ilfracombe nineteen 
and a half miles away, and although personal investigations 
have not been extended for more than a mile or two to the 
west of Torridge it has been reported that as far away as 
Clovelly the roosting flights are directed towards Huish. This 
gives the extent of that feeding area on the north side alone as 
being approximately 326 square miles. 

The greater part of the investigations concerned the routes 
taken by the Starlings to their roost. It is generally assumed 
that the birds fly in an approximately straight line to the roost 
and change their course, if it is necessary, when, after crossing 
a line of hills, new landmarks are visible, as though memory of 
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the ground previously covered aided their sense of direction. 
In certain places, however, the deviations from the straight 
were so great as to make it essential to follow the flocks for a 
short distance each night to discover for which roost they were 
heading. At Bratton Fleming the flocks which passed over 
the village took approximately the same line as when they 
roosted at Huish, although there is a difference of about 35 
degrees between the two lines. The line taken by birds going 
to Affeton Mill was generally due south and the reason for 
this, apparently, was that a mile from the village they 
had to cross a valley which rose very steeply on the south 
side. At one point the incline was more gradual and it was 

Sketch Map showing courses of certain flocks of Starlings when they 
reach the valley south of Bratton Fleming. 
Scale approximately 2 inches to the mile. 

Note : Contouring, scale and directions are only approximately correct. 

towards this that the flocks converged. Those which struck 
the valley lower down turned and flew up to it and then 
turned again and flew in a zigzag course up that side of the 
valley and over the top. At times when the wind was very 
strong they were unable to climb the side directly even at 
this place and continued their way up the valley rising slowly 
all the time until they were out of sight. (See sketch map.) 
On the other side of the valley the country slopes away to 
the west; this had the effect of keeping the Starlings to a 
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southerly instead of a south-easterly course, and it was not 
until they reached the neighbourhood of Filleigh, where the 
high ground commands a clear view of the country in the 
direction of Dartmoor, tha t the birds were observed to be 
flying straight for Affeton Mill. 

Other deviations from the direct line occurred in the 
neighbourhood of Barnstaple. At Coddon, Barnstaple and 
along the old Bideford road, south-westerly flights were 
recorded, and these, in conjunction with south-easterly flights 
from Braunton, seemed to indicate tha t there was a roost 
not far from Bideford. However, as no such roost existed, 
the ground had to be covered again and an explanation found 
for the direction which the Starlings had taken. In all cases 
the deviation proved to be due to the physical features of the 
place where the first observations were made. At Coddon it 
was found that no flocks flew over the hill, all skirting it on 
the south-west side and continuing on the south-westerly 
course which the detour had given their flight until they had 
crossed a second range of hills and were out of the observer's 
sight. On the old Bideford road it was found that the 
Starlings which had given the misleading direction were 
those which, after crossing the river, passed over a range of hills 
running parallel with the river by means of a shallow valley, 
which they sometimes left in a south-westerly direction. 

Another case of deviation was noticed at Braunton Burrows, 
where small flocks instead of taking the usual line flew up the 
mouth of the Torridge. As flocks have been seen following 
the valley of the Torridge—they do not follow the curves of 
the river itself—all the way from Land Cross near Bideford to 
Torrington, it is probable tha t this is a route that is taken 
regularly. 

It is to be regretted that time was found for only three 
evenings at Torrington. Here interesting deviations were 
observed and the cause of them was not discovered. The. 
majority of flocks headed straight for Huish with little or n o 
deviation in their flight to avoid crossing over the hill on 
which the town stands. A few, however, took a different line: 
and skirted the town on the west side. At tempts to discover-
where these flocks turned, if indeed they did turn, to join in 
the flight to Huish, failed, but as they were not picked up 
again on the line which they had taken its seems improbable 
that they were making for another roost. If such a roost 
existed, the people among whom inquiries were made did. 
not know of it. 
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Referring to routes taken by flocks of Starlings, Mr. Cum-
mings writes that he " repeatedly noticed how strictly the 
birds keep to their arbitrarily prescribed line of flight", and 
he described how they skirted but did not cross over Coddon 
Hill. During the present survey it was found that in open 
country no position was taken up close to which flocks did 
not pass. It was only at places such as those mentioned, 
where the physical conditions of the land seemed to be the 
cause, that definite routes which deviated from the straight 
were followed. 

The Starling population of north Devon increases gradually 
throughout the autumn and early winter. Flocks do not 
visit Bratton Fleming regularly until several weeks after they 
arc well distributed in districts closer to roosts. In early 
autumn small roosts are occupied and later deserted. The 
number of these roosts has not been discovered. The move
ments of Starlings at this time would require a separate 
investigation. 

The area is so large and the time available was so short that 
it is possible that a small roost may have been overlooked. 
The writer would be glad to receive information about any 
roost known to be occupied in the area during these two 
months. That there should be any large roosts seems un
likely, as with the exception of the flights mentioned at 
Torrington all doubtful flights were traced to within the 
recognized feeding area of one of the two known roosts. 




