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GREAT A N D LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULLS IN 
N O R T H WALES. 

BY 

CHAS. OLDHAM. 

I N their lengthy and elaborate paper on numerical fluctuations 
of the Great Black-backed Gull, Larus marinus (Proc. Zool. 
Soc, 1933, pp. 191-209), Messrs. T. H. Harrisson and H. C. 
Hurrell suggest that Anglesey has been an important centre 
of dispersal and consequently an important factor in the 
remarkable increase in the numbers of this species during 
the last thir ty years. They surmise—the known facts warrant 
nothing more—that the depleted population of the Pembroke
shire islands was reinforced by immigrants from Anglesey 
and Caernarvon ; but assuming that any such reinforcement 
took place and that the undoubted increase is not due to 
regeneration of the local stock, there is a t least one other 
probable source of immigration, the S.E. corner of Ireland, 
which the authors do not even canvass. The Saltee Islands in 
co. Wexford are much nearer to the Pembrokeshire breeding-
places than either Anglesey or St. Tudwall's Islands, and they 
support a large population of Great Black-backs. I spent 
some days on the Great Saltee in June, 1930. Pairs were 
scattered about the cliffs, and among the bluebells and 
bracken on the highest part of the island was a colony of 
between fifty and sixty pairs, whilst on the shingle of the 
storm-beach four other pairs were nesting close to but 
separate from a colony of some thir ty pairs of Herring-Gulls 
(Larus argentatus). In all there were between sixty and 
seventy pairs at least. The position in 1930 is no criterion 
of tha t in 1900, but it is interesting to recall tha t Ussher and 
Warren (Birds of Ireland, p. 340) writing in that year, when 
according to our authors, the fortunes of the Great Black-
backed Gull in England and Wales were at the lowest ebb, 
and only some twenty pairs survived, said " On the South 
Saltee [Great Saltee] several pairs build, chiefly on the tops 
of the highest eminences, which rise to two hundred feet". 

Emigration may or may not have taken place in North 
Wales, but the paragraph on page 195, which deals with the 
status of the bird in Anglesey and upon which wide generaliza
tions are based, contains—apart from misspelt place-names—so 
many ambiguities and inaccuracies that some comment seems 
to be called for. To make matters clear it will be well to 
quote the paragraph in full:— 
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The Anglesey data are rather complete and show a decrease 
about 1886-90, an absence of nesting records from 1890 to 1903, 
and then rapid colonization of a number of localities between 1903 
and 1909, with a slow increase in some subsequent years. In 
Martin's Week's Wanderings in Wales (1864) this bird is referred 
to as quite common about Anglesey. I t bred annually at Yyns y 
Meibon, near Llangwfa, up to 1891 ; a pair at Aberffrau in 1886-7, 
not definitely reported there again until 1904. I t nested on Middle 
Mouse in 1905, and there were two pairs on the Skerries in 1911. 
In 1903 a pair occupied Penmon Point, and in the following year 
two pairs nested at Pen-y-Parc, near Bodorgan. At the latter 
locality at least four pairs were noted in 1915 (CO.), six in 1926, 
and eleven by 1930, all the nests being close together (W.A.). Also 
in 1903 a pair on Dinas Fach, Bodorgan, and two Ynys Badric, a 
stack on the north coast (CO.). Nine pairs were recorded on Puffin 
Island in 1909, 1910, and 1912 (Zool. 1902, p. 345), and again 1924, 
1925, 1926 and 1928 (W.A. & T.H.H.). In 1928 and 1929 a pair 
probably bred on the South Stack at Holyhead (W.A. & T.H.H.) ; 
on this cliff Eyton reported a pair in 1835." 
Ynys y Meibion is a stack, which may be reached dryshod 

at low water, about equidistant from Llangwyfan and Aber-
ffraw. I saw eggs here in May, 1886, and downy chicks in 
June, 1891 (cf. Forrest, Vert. Fauna of North Wales, p. 389). 
The authors refer to the 1891 event and yet say that there is 
an absence of nesting records in Anglesey from 1890 to 1903 ! 
Their reference to a pair at Aberffraw in 1886-7 should properly 
be to Dinas Trefriw, a rocky ridge which, with its terminal 
stack, Dinas Fach, are situate about three miles S.E. of Ynys 
y Meibion, and may conveniently be associated with the 
nearby locus at Pen y Pare, the rugged westerly horn of 
Malldraeth Bay. Dr. N. F. Ticehurst tells me that a pair 
nested to his knowledge on Dinas Fach in 1898, 1899, 1901 
and 1903. In 1904 a pair again nested on Dinas Fach and 
two pairs at Pen y Pare. There were at least four pairs at 
Pen y Pare in 1915 and the authors say, on the authority of 
W. Aspden, eleven in 1930, the last year with which their 
paper deals. I was at Pen y Pare on May 7th, 1932. A great 
change had taken place since my last visit, in 1915. Herring-
Gulls were much more numerous. The cliff ledges were 
apparently insufficient for the population, and there were 
many nests, accessible without climbing, on the brows. In 
1915 there were only a few Lesser Black-backed Gulls (Larus 

f. graellsii); I estimated the 1932 population at between 
twenty and twenty-five pairs. Fourteen birds were standing 
in a scattered group on a flat grassy area on the headland. 
Here was one nest with two, and four with only one egg, 
whilst others were still empty. I estimated the Great 
Black-back population at between forty and fifty pairs, a 
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number which suggests tha t there were really more than 
eleven pairs in 1930. The nests were all accessible without 
climbing, mostly on the cliff brows, scattered without apparent 
segregation among those of the Herring-Gulls. These figures 
controvert the authors ' opinion that in 1930, with a population 
of about thir ty pairs in the whole of Anglesey and Caernarvon, 
the " birds had long since reached an optimum density". 

The authors state, on my authority, that two pairs nested 
on Ynys Badrig in 1903 and that the Middle Mouse was 
occupied in 1905. Anyone unacquainted with Anglesey 
would infer tha t Ynys Badrig and the Middle Mouse were 
distinct places, whereas they are one and the same, a rocky 
stack of the north coast, near Llanbadrig. I t was on June 
21st, 1905, that S. G. Cummings and I landed on the stack 
and found two pairs with well-grown downy chicks. There 
were also about a hundred pairs of Herring-Gulls and one 
pair of Lesser Black-backs. 

There were no Great Black-backs on Puffin Island when 
I was there in June, 1902, but the authors say that there were 
nine pairs on the island in 1909, 1910, 1912, 1924, 1925, 
1926 and 1928. This, having regard to the state of flux which 
obtained elsewhere, implies an amazing stability for twenty 
years. I t means, too, that during the earlier years, 1909-
1912, the colony was by far the largest in North Wales. W. 
Aspen and one of the authors vouch for nine pairs in 1924, 
1925, 1926 and 1928. I t is a pity, in view of the exceptional 
interest of this case, tha t more details are not given for the 
earlier years, particularly as Forrest says, on the authority 
of H. King {Handbook to the Fauna of North Wales, p. 72), 
tha t two pairs (not nine) nested in 1909 and 1910. I t may be 
that the reference in the paper, " Zool., 1902, p. 345", is 
intended to apply only to the year 1912, but in any case it 
cannot be correct, ante-dating the event as it does by ten years. 
I t seems more likely that " 1902 " is a typographical error for 
" 1912 ", for on page 345 of the Zoologist for 1912 T. Owen 
describes a visit he made at the end of May. He speaks, 
however, not of nine pairs but of a single bird and of his inability 
to find a nest. Mrs. T. A. Coward tells me that she was on the 
island with her husband on the 29th and 30th of that month 
and that his journal contains the specific entry " Saw no Great 
Black-backs". This, too, suggests that the statement that there 
were nine pairs in 1912 is based on some misapprehension. 

Thir ty years ago the Lesser Black-back was an uncommon 
bird in North Wales. Apart from a considerable colony at 
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one place on the cliffs of Puffin Island, there were only a few 
pairs on the Great and Little Ormes and here and there a pair 
on the north coast of Anglesey. The increase in the meantime 
has been as noticeable as that of the Great Black-back. By 
1912 there was a considerable difference on Puffin Island (T. 
Owen, Zoologist, 1912, p. 345). In 1904 there were none 
at Pen y Pare ; in 1915 a few, and now, as already remarked, 
a flourishing colony. The increase on the Great Orme is 
still more striking. Many pairs now nest on the brows above 
the cliffs, which have also been invaded of late years by 
Herring-Gulls. In 1929 and again in 1932 I saw nests of both 
species on the grass slopes within twenty yards of the carriage 
road which encircles the headland. 




