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T H E ROOK R O O S T S OF S O U T H 
N O R T H U M B E R L A N D A N D T H E B O U N D A R I E S 
B E T W E E N THEIR FEEDING T E R R I T O R I E S . 

BY 

W. RAYMOND PHILIPSON. 

T H E observations on which this account is based were begun 
in the Christmas vacation of the winter 1931-32, when one 
roost was located and a knowledge obtained of the extent 
of its feeding territory in certain directions. In the following 
year from mid-December to early January a more thorough 
attack was made on this problem, and, to make the work 
as complete as possible, search was made for surrounding 
roosts ; it is hoped none with adjacent territories were over
looked. None of the observations obtained in the first winter 
were assumed to be valid for the second, so that all the data 
bearing on the extent of the feeding territory refer to one 
season. As a result of my first year's work I had decided 
the outward and homeward flights of Rooks (Corvusf.frugilegus) 
in winter differed so radically in nature, as is described below, 
tha t it would be a much slower task to locate the exact 
boundaries by watching the afternoon movements. I there
fore at once adopted the only practicable method, watching 
for the arrival of Rooks in the morning, and noting from which 
direction they came. By watching at suitable places it was 
possible to determine where the direction of the supply of 
birds changed, and so define the boundaries with fair accuracy. 
The afternoons were usually spent in locating roosts. 

DESCRIPTION OF RESULTS. 

The Main Roosts. The evidence obtained in this manner 
is shown in the accompanying sketch map. Five roosts are 
shown by circles, each enclosing a characteristic symbol. 
This symbol is placed on the map where Rooks have been 
seen to arrive from the direction of a given roost. Only those 
observations are plotted that are of value in determining the 
limits of the territories. -It will be seen tha t the feeding 
territory of only one roost was determined, but all the 
adjacent roosts seem to have been found. 

The Kirkley roost, midway between the valleys of the 
Tyne and Wansbeck, and in the centre of the coastal plain, 
holds a very large number of birds. Eastwards its territory 
reaches the sea, but to the north, south and south-west it 
abuts on other feeding areas. To the north the birds come 
from Felton, on the Coquet; to the south-west from near 
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Dilston, close to the junction of the North and South Tynes ; 
and to the south they come from a roost which, though not 
exactly located, was a few miles due east of Durham city, as 
homeward flights were traced as far as Sherburn village. 

The Rook Roosts of South Northumberland. 

To the north-west of Kirkley there is a roost at Otterburn, 
but wide stretches of moorland, which Rooks do not visit 
regularly, separate the two territories. The number of 
Rooks roosting at Otterburn is much smaller than at any of 
the other four roosts, but since suitable feeding grounds are 
limited, in these dales, to the narrow strips of pasture along 
the streams, the Rooks probably feed over quite a large area. 

Topographical features appear to be of importance in 
deciding the actual boundaries. Thus the northern boundary 
begins, at the sea, as the river Wansbeck ; further west birds 
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cross the river, but stop at the ridge between the Hart Burn 
and the Font. To the north-west the boundary is formed by 
the heather moors, and is continued southwards past Baving-
ton and Ryal to Whittingham, along a ridge of high land. The 
boundary then crosses the Tyne at Wylam, to follow the crest 
of the steep southern slope of the valley. As the river reaches 
more industrial areas it becomes itself the boundary. In their 
daily movements Rooks adhere constantly to these boundaries, 
cases of overlapping being rare and of slight extent. 

Subsidiary Roosts. Three roosts, apart from the five 
already mentioned, are marked on the map by the letter S. 
Although considerable numbers of Rooks regularly spend the 
night at these roosts, they cannot be considered of the same 
order as those I call the main roosts, because they have no 
feeding territory that is strictly their own. In all such cases 
birds from one of the main roosts were seen to reach these 
subsidiary roosts during their morning exodus. The map 
shows that all such roosts are on the borders of the feeding 
area of a main roost. 

The largest of them was found in Bothal Woods, on the 
Wansbeck, and the birds from it were traced chiefly to the 
colliery area along the coast, as far south as Blyth. I did not 
investigate their northward extension, but they did leave in 
this direction. To the south of Morpeth they do not reach 
the Great North Road, but go further inland north of the town. 
I was able to trace birds from Felton roost as far as the 
Wansbeck, at Bothal, and birds from Kirkley almost as far, 
showing the Bothal roost has no distinct feeding territory. 
There was another subsidiary roost within the north-west part 
of the Kirkley territory, considerable numbers of Rooks spend
ing the night in the woods around Little Harle Tower. I was 
not able to study this roost carefully, but determined that 
the birds from Kirkley flew right up to, and passed beyond 
i t ; also that the birds from the Little Harle roost only left 
in directions taking them further from Kirkley. I feel 
certain there were no other roosts within the Kirkley territory, 
but I came across one in the north-western corner of the 
Durham territory. One morning early in January from 
7.55 until 8.10, I saw bands of Rooks rising out of Chopwell 
Plantation, in the valley of the Derwent. All these birds 
set off in a north-westerly direction, that is, directly away 
from the main roost. At 8.20, as would be expected, a good 
number of Rooks arrived, high up, from the south-east, passed 
right over the plantation, to disappear in the wake of the 
Chopwell birds. 
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These extra or subsidiary roosts are all on the borders of 
the main territories, and those at Little Harle and Chopwell 
occupy areas most remote from a main roost. The presence 
of one at Bothal is best explained, I believe, by the dense 
population of Rooks and Jackdaws wherever agriculture and 
coal-mining are engaged in side by side. 

THE DAILY MOVEMENTS OF ROOKS IN WINTER. 

The Morning Flight. While describing the method of 
determining the extent of the feeding territory, I made 
allusion to the striking contrast between the flight outwards, 
in the morning, and the leisurely return in the afternoon. 
In mid-winter the birds begin to leave the roost by 7.45 and 
the vast majority are out of the trees by 8.15. The remotest 
parts of the territory are reached by 8.20, or very shortly 
after. The fields and trees within a few miles of the roost 
are quickly populated, but the birds making for remoter 
parts do not pause. From leaving the roost till finally settling 
to feed, it is unusual for Rooks to interrupt their flight. 
Flocks which have much further to go may, on occasion, settle 
before pushing on, but only rarely. A good example of such 
a halt is afforded by the birds going north from the Dilston 
roost, which have to cross a ridge 700 feet above the river. 
Near the crest of the ridge, at Stagshaw Bank, is a rookery 
and when I watched here the birds came slowly up the hill, 
went straight to the rookery and settled there. Upon the 
arrival of the last band, some five minutes after the first, those 
in the trees rose in a body and flew northwards again. Such 
halts are exceptional, though their appearance is often pro
duced by birds coming from the direction of a group of trees 
that is already tenanted. Careful watching shows that the 
birds in the trees, or circling above them, do not rejoin the 
outward flight, but soon settle on the land to feed. 

The Afternoon Flight.—Opposed to this rapid dispersal is 
the more generally known reunion into flocks in the early 
afternoon and the flight back to the roost, with its frequent 
halts. After 1 o'clock it is exceptional to find any Rooks 
on the peripheral regions of the territory, but flocks may be 
seen feeding nearer the roost. These are continually joined 
by small bands or single birds, until eventually all rise and 
set off towards the roost. In all probability they will not 
reach it at once, but join forces with some other flock, and 
feed, it may be, for another hour before setting out on the 
next stage of the homeward flight, which may, by no means, 
be the last. While feeding at these collecting places the 
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flocks move continually, from field to field, but never go far. 
On reaching the roost they feed in an even more restless way, 
until, between 4 and 4.30, they enter the trees. 

I t follows from this manner of progression, that if the 
halting and collecting places are constant, the same lines of 
flight will be used from day to day, and that these will not 
radiate straight from the roost but will be arranged like the 
branches of a tree. I have found that the collecting places 
for large flocks, close to the roost, are used regularly, so that 
the lines of flight in these regions become clearly defined. 
But earlier in the afternoon the movements of the flocks are 
more irregular, being influenced probably more by the 
presence of food than any other factor. 

At first sight flight lines seem to be as well marked in the 
morning as in the afternoon, but considerable numbers of 
birds leave the roost in all directions. The appearance of 
flight lines is due to the birds leaving in particular directions 
at different times, and also to more birds leaving in certain 
directions than others. 

T H E IMPORTANCE OF THE ROOKERY. 
The steady, purposeful, manner of the outward flight, and 

the unfailing daily supply to every part of the territory, 
suggested that the birds that feed over a given stretch of 
country during the winter are those tha t live there in the 
nesting season. I t would probably be impossible to prove 
this hypothesis, especially with the complication of immigrant 
birds superimposed, but there are indications that this view 
may be correct. In the first place the rookery plays a larger 
part in the life of Rooks in mid-winter than is commonly 
supposed. If the birds of the morning flights are carefully 
watched, it is remarkable how often the birds settle in rook
eries, and circle about them for half an hour or more, rather 
than go straight on to the land. They also make the rookery 
the centre of their foraging, returning to it several times in 
the course of the forenoon. Much stronger evidence is afforded 
by the nest-building which takes place sporadically from the 
beginning of January onwards. I t does not seem unreason
able to suppose that the birds frequenting the rookery in 
lanuary are those that will nest there later in the year. Qn 
this view the feeding territory of the roost would be built 
up of the separate territories of the rookeries, the birds 
merely resorting to a common roost in winter. 

VARIATIONS IN THE INTENSITY OF F E E D I N G . 

During the afternoon, in midwinter, the Rooks are con
centrating towards the roost, but still continue to feed. 
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I t is probable that as much time is spent actually feeding 
after the homeward movement has begun as during the 
morning. I t is evident that the country nearer the roost 
will be fed over for a longer period and by a greater number 
of birds than that at the borders of the feeding territory. In 
order to determine if these differences in the intensity of 
feeding were of significant dimensions the problem was treated 
mathematically. Several assumptions had to be made but 
it was calculated that the ratio of the intensities at the centre 
and periphery of a territory twelve miles radius would be 
as 4 : 1 . This result, though approximate, is large enough 
to show an important difference between the outer and central 
areas of a territory. 

If the productivity of the territory is uniform much of the 
potential feeding capacity must be lost. The winter roosting 
of Rooks, by reason of its over-gregariousness, seems fore
doomed to this limitation. I t is not surprising that this 
should be corrected by the formation of subsidiary roosts 
in areas where feeding intensity would be low. I t would 
also be expected that , as far as possible, roosts would be 
situated in the most fertile regions, and as far from unpro
ductive areas as possible. 
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