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THE GRASSHOLM GANNETS—A SURVEY AND A 
CENSUS. 

BY 

H, MORREY SALMON AND R. M. LOCKLEY. 

(Plate 6.) 
Ix recording a still further increase in the number of Gannets 
(Sula bassana) breeding on the island of Grassholm, South 
Wales, it may be of interest to recapitulate briefly what has 
already been recorded of the history of this gannetry. 

Owing to its insignificant size, some 22 acres only, and its 
comparative inaccessibility, Grassholm has no authentic 
place in history and we believe that the first mention of it 
occurs in literature of the early part of the seventeenth 
century. It has apparently never been inhabited, hence it 
is not surprising that efforts to trace the early records of its 
gannetry have been comparatively unsuccessful. The late 
J. H. Gurney (1) was able to elicit from an old inhabitant 
of St. Davids, Pembs., hearsay evidence that there were 
Gannets there possibly about 1820, and from another that 
he had seen them there in i860. 

The first figures, however, are given by the Rev. M. A. 
Mathew (2), who states that Mr. M. D. Propert counted 250 
nests in 1886. Howard Saunders, editing YarrelTs British 
Birds (3) in 1884/5, inserts the statement that the Grassholm 
colony had been occupied for over twenty years, and in his 
own Manual (4), in 1889, he mentions that the Grassholm 
colony is larger than that of Lundy. (Saunders visited Lundy 
but we do not know whether he ever went to Grassholm.) 

From about 1890 the island passed into the hands of the 
late Mr. J. J. Neale, a prominent member of the Cardiff 
Naturalists' Society, and it is due to him and to his sons and 
to other members of that Society that we have several records 
of the Gannets during the following twenty-five years, pub
lished in the Society's Transactions (5). Thus we learn 
that in 1890 there were over 200 nests, and in 1893 about 
240 nests divided into two colonies (photographs are given 
of these). In 1890, also, we learn of the wanton shooting of 
breeding birds by officers from a W.D. vessel, followed by a 
prosecution instigated by members of the Society. In 
1898 the island was raided by egg-collectors and one colony 
is said to have deserted. 

In 1903 Gurney (1) attempted to visit Grassholm but was 
prevented from landing by bad weather, though he sailed 
.around the island and made an estimate of the number of 
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Gannets from the boat. We consider he errs considerably 
on the low side in computing them then at 400 birds only, 
as we consider he does in the case of each colony he visited 
personally, by making inadequate allowance for birds in 
flight above the breeding-area and away fishing. From his 
details of the distribution of the birds his count would be 
between 320 and 340 birds on the breeding-area, and from 
our own experience at about this time of year, during day
time, less than 10 per cent, of the nests have two birds 
present, so a deduction of this proportion would give a figure 
of about 300 pairs. This closely approximates to the figure 
for 1905. In that year the Milford Haven Sea Fisheries 
Committee, moved by local prejudice against the Gannets, 
evidently made enquiries about the colony, with the result 
that the Cardiff Naturalists' Society presented to them a 
report in which was stated that the Gannets did not exceed 
300 pairs, that there had been no increase for several years, 
and that owing to disturbance by visitors hardly any young 
reached maturity in 1905. Again, in 1906, so Mr. Neale 
writes Gurney, only 100 to 130 young were reared. In 1907, 
owing to continuous bad weather preventing the fishermen 
landing, the young reared were up to about 300. At that time 
the local lobster-fishermen largely used sea-birds for bait, 
but this practice has now died out. 

Thus it will be seen that the Grassholm gannetry, though it 
suffered occasional setbacks, was a moderately thriving small 
colony, showing only a slight tendency to increase over the 
period of nearly thirty years from 1886. Mr. Morley H. 
Neale informs us that at no time up to 1914 were there more 
than 300 pairs nesting. 

The gap of the Great War follows, and it is not until 1922 
that we have another record. In that year Grassholm was 
visited by Captain Vivian Hewitt (6), who reported a con
siderable increase, and estimated a population of 800-1,000 
nesting pairs, and possibly 3,000 birds in all. 

In 1924 follows the census taken by Miss C. M. Acland 
and one of the present writers (7), when the numbers were 
found to have increased tremendously to a figure very near 
to 2,000 pairs breeding. 

This concludes the recorded history of the colony. 

CENSUS, 1933. 
Since the figures of the 1924 census were published, and 

although a number of ornithologists have visited the island 
meanwhile, no one has (so far as we are aware) attempted to 
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take another. As it had been obvious for some time that a 
considerable increase had taken place, the present writers 
decided, on a visit together on June 26th, 1933, to take a 
second census on the lines done in 1924 by sectional photo
graphs, and an opportunity to check and adjust minor points 
was afforded by a second visit together on August 6th. 

The weather being favourable, ample time was available to 
cover the whole colony from viewpoints both from land and 
from the sea, thus avoiding the necessity of having to make 
considerable allowances for birds out of sight of restricted 
viewpoints, as had to be done in 1924 owing to unfavourable 
weather limiting the time. 

It was decided beforehand that each would work indepen
dently, taking photographs covering the whole colony from, 
as far as was possible, entirely different viewpoints, so that 
two counts should be made quite separately. 

This was done and the resulting totals, when compared, 
were found to approximate extremely closely, the difference 
being under 3 per cent, of the total. They were :— 

First count—all adults at nests in the colony— 
R.M.L 5,045 
H.M.S 5,181 
Mean total 5,H3 

From a close examination of the foreground portions of the 
photographs it was found that the proportion of cases in which 
the pair was at the nest was 7 per cent., so a deduction of 
this percentage (363) gives a net total of :—• 

4,750 occupied nests, or breeding pairs, of Gannets. 
This figure may be taken as an approximately correct mini

mum, and no attempt has been made to make allowances for 
additions such as the very few nests at which no adult was 
present, some nests which must be invisible from any but 
an aerial viewpoint and some few on the near edges of the 
colony which only a somewhat extravagant number of ex
posures could have brought in, but all these were 
comparatively very few. 

In addition, however, there were present a very considerable 
number of non-breeding birds ; all along the inner fringe of 
the breeding-area and along the ridge of West Tump, standing 
six or seven deep, was a company of immature birds in all 
stages from some few obviously first-year birds to those 
showing only a dark feather or two in tail or secondaries, 
and some apparently adult. 
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It was not practicable to make a count of these, but as they 
were fairly evenly distributed all along the edge of the colony 
it was possible to estimate, with reasonable accuracy, that they 
numbered about 1,500 birds. 
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The result of this census shows that in the nine years 1924-
33 the Grassholm Gannets have rather more than doubled 
their numbers, and the colony now extends from West Tump 
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(exclusive) almost to the extreme northerly point of the island, 
in all covering an area of about two acres. This is shown on 
the accompanying map, and also in the view of the island 
from the sea. 

The Grassholm colony has thus, from its comparatively 
insignificant size less than twenty years ago, become one of 
the more important gannetries anywhere within the breeding 
range of the species. 

It was not possible to photograph from the same viewpoints 
as in 1924, although the original photographs were brought 
for the purpose, as it was found that the colony had over
grown the 1924 limits greatly. Comparison of the present 
extent with what H.M.S. saw in that year shows that the 
greatest extension has been to the north-east. This might 
be expected, since the birds cannot very well extend south-
westwards, where the breeding-area already terminates in an 
abrupt cliff and steep rocky slope, down which are, however, 
a few hundred more nests than in 1924. The main part of 
the 1924 breeding-ground, the earth and guano-covered 
rocky slopes from the cliff edge inland, has been extended 
inland for a considerable distance, right up to the rocks which 
rise up somewhat sharply to the highest point of the island, 
but the most noticeable extension is northwards from the fore
ground of photographs 4 and 5 of the 1924 census. A photo
graph taken from a short distance to the north of this brings 
in at least a thousand more birds, and this is by no means the 
end of the colony (see illustrations Nos. 1 and 2). 

IMMATURE BIRDS. 

We would like here to draw attention to a point which is 
without doubt the cause of much confusion and inaccuracy in 
comparing records of the past with those of the present, viz:— 
the failure of recorders, then and now, to distinguish suffi
ciently between breeding and non-breeding birds. We would 
suggest that all future census figures or records of Gannet 
breeding stations should be made on the basis of a count or 
estimate of the number of breeding pairs, with an estimate 
of the number of non-breeding birds present at the colony 
given separately. 

As it is, the recent great increase in the number of immature 
birds frequenting Grassholm is remarkable. In 1924 H.M.S. 
saw so few that comment was made whenever one was noticed 
flying among the many adults on the wing. In 1928 R.M.L. 
saw less than 500 ranged along the edge of the colony, and so 



Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon. 
No. I. GANNETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 1924. A view at the extreme north end of the colony for 
comparison with the 1933 photograph. This is nearly equivalent to photographs Nos. 4 & 5 (combined) 

of the 1924 census. 



Photographed by 
No. 2. GANNETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 1933. 
No. 1, taken on June 26th, 1933, from farther 

1924 view. The dotted lines are in the 

H. Morrey Salmon. 
The corresponding view to tha t in illustration 

north and a little more to the right than the 
same relative position in each photograph. 
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few on West Tump that the rock was practically free of guano. 
In 1930 the fringe of immatures was just visible, on a clear 
day, from the neighbouring island of Skokholm ; with the 
glass a line of birds could be seen standing along the extreme 
edge of the north end of the island, immediately above the 
gannetry (which, facing in a westerly direction, is, of course, 
not itself visible from any point to east or south-east). In 
1931 this fringe had thickened, and could be seen with the 
naked eye from the mainland ten to twelve miles distant. 
In this year some attempt was apparently made to annex new 
territory on the south-east slope of the island. From Skok
holm a small patch of Gannets could be seen grouped on this 
slope during the months of April and May. There was a 
larger group on the same spot in 1932, while in the early 
spring of 1933 the new colony appeared to have spread in the 
form of a serpentine column (see map) from the summit to 
the base of the south-east corner of the island. This was in 
addition to the usual fringe, which in 1933 had become a 
thick white line from the summit (centre) of the island right 
down to the north shore, as viewed from Skokholm. 

No opportunity was afforded in any spring to visit Grass-
holm, but it was obvious that the new ground to the south-east 
had been occupied by non-breeders, since it was deserted by 
June each year. Examination, then, of the guano-splashed 
site revealed that the birds had been active in tearing up both 
the dead grass on and the green grass around the spot, but 
that no attempt worthy of the name had been made to build 
a typical hummock nest. 

RATES OF INCREASE. 

The actual figures of the increase since 1886 are shown in 
the accompanying graph. In examining these figures on the 
basis of annual increment at a percentage rate, it is found that 
the regular annual increase required to reach Capt. Hewitt's 
maximum figure of 1,000 pairs in 1922 from the 1914 figure 
of 300 pairs is at the rate of fractionally over 16 per cent, 
increase each year over the preceding one. From 1,000 pairs 
in 1922 to 2,000 pairs in 1924 is, however, at the rate of nearly 
42 per cent, increase per annum on the same basis—a tremen
dous jump ! While from 2,000 pairs in 1924 to the present 
figure of 4,750 pairs in 1933 is represented by an annual 
increment of only 10 per cent., great though to-day's figure is. 

While the fact that the young Gannet takes from four to 
five years to reach breeding age must necessarily affect some-
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what such calculations as the above, for practical reasons 
this factor has had to be ignored. 
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In considering the incidence of the above rates of increase 
the 10 per cent, annual increment between 1924 and 1933 
might reasonably, we think, be considered a not excessive 
rate to come from within the colony itself, and similarly 
the 16 per cent, between 1914 and 1922 might not be an 
excessively high rate in view of the probable complete cessa
tion of interference of any kind to the then small colony 
during the years of the War. The jump to nearly 42 per cent, 
annually, 1922-24, however, needs consideration in quite 
another category. Even if Capt. Hewitt underestimated the 
number of breeding pairs—and, if his total estimate is the 
more accurate of his two sets of figures, we are inclined to 
think he did—the circumstances would still seem to point 
to a considerable influx from some other breeding-area during 
the two years preceding 1924. At the same time we must 
admit that in the present state of our knowledge of this 
species over the whole of its breeding range any theory put 
forward must be almost purely speculative. 
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POSSIBLE RELATIONS WITH OTHER BRITISH COLONIES. 

In connexion with the apparent exceptional increase at 
Grassholm between 1922-24, Miss Acland has suggested to us 
the possibility of a move southwards from Ailsa Craig as a 
result of a plague of rats, which is said to have made great 
havoc amongst the young birds about the years in question, 
but we cannot trace any actual record of a corresponding 
diminution of breeding birds at this station. 

Mr. B. B. Roberts, to whom we are much indebted for valu
able information of his personal visits to Irish and Icelandic 
gannetries, suggests that any influx would be likely to come 
from the already overcrowded and very large Irish colony 
on the Little Skellig, and points to a move eastwards evidenced 
by the appearance of the nucleus of a new colony on the Great 
Saltee (8). It seems to us possible, at any rate, that in part 
the explanation of the great and increasing assemblies of 
immature birds on Grassholm may lie here. Driven forth 
from the over-populated colonies of the Little Skellig and the 
Bull Rock, where competition for breeding territory is 
exceptionally keen, and accommodation for immatures almost 
non-existent, the two, three and four years' old birds would 
find more congenial surroundings at Grassholm. Here 
there is plenty of room to stand near the breeding adults, 
and, unmolested by them, to indulge in half-hearted courtship 
activity or rest peacefully asleep. But it cannot be over
looked that Grassholm itself has for some years been putting 
on the wing several thousand young Gannets per annum. 

The rather generally stated supposition that the Grassholm 
colony was established as an offshoot from a colony on the 
neighbouring island of Lundy, some forty miles to S.S.E., 
is hardly tenable if the history of that colony is examined. 
Lundy is the oldest known breeding station of the species, 
since there is evidence of the existence of its gannetry in the 
year 1274 (9). There are, however, large gaps in the history 
of the Lundy Gannets. Gurney, in spite of exhaustive 
researches for his book, was quite unable to trace any record 
of Gannets there between 1631 and 1830 ; a list of birds 
taken from a diary of 1787 does not include the species nor 
are they mentioned by any of the writers who visited the 
island, or in ornithological works, during this period. After 
1830 Gurney mentions another reference to them in 1839, 
and subsequently the existence of the colony appears to have 
been widely known. Quoting various authorities Gurney 
notes the first actual figures : 16 nests in 1887, nearly 70 
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nests in 1889, and 30 pairs in 1893. It seems evident that con
tinual persecution prevented the rearing of any young from 
about 1883. From under 10 pairs in 1900 they dwindled to 
vanishing point about 1907. Since then only sporadic and 
unsuccessful attempts to re-occupy this station have been 
made by isolated pairs at long intervals. 

Comparing dates it will be seen that Grassholm was a 
strongly-established colony and had been in existence for 
many years before the persecution which eventually wiped 
out the Lundy colony was recorded. It is also perfectly 
evident that the Lundy colony was always a very small one. 

We prefer to suggest that, if Gurney's approximate date of 
1820 for Grassholm can be considered acceptable, and if the 
200 years' gap in the history of the Lundy Gannets can be 
taken as meaning that this station was unoccupied during that 
period, then perhaps both stations were occupied or re-
occupied during the early part of the nineteenth century. 
It is even possible that Lundy was re-occupied from Grassholm 
about that time. 
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THE GRASSHOLM GANNETRY, June 26th, 1933. 
To the right (south) of the dotted line is the ground which was occupied in 1924, now more densely 
populated and extending farther inland ; to the left (north) of it is the new area occupied since 1924. 

(Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 
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