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THE ASSOCIATION OF BIRDS AND A MOOR-
GRASS ON THE PENNINES IN WINTER. 

BY 

JOHN ARMITAGE. 

DURING the past ten years, in all seasons, I have been con
stantly in touch with the high moors and adjoining slopes of 
the Pennines, and particularly south-eastern Lancashire and 
the Peak District to its southern limit in Staffordshire. My 
records of birds on this area in winter have been surprisingly 
scanty, and would have remained so had I continued to over
look the importance of a type of grassland covered with the 
purple moor-grass (Molinia ccerulea). Occasionally with 
friends, but more often alone, I have worked over huge 
waterlogged plateaux covered with cotton-sedge; over 
heather moors, and rush swamps, in winter, without finding 
any birds except the resident Red Grouse (Lagopus s. scoticus) 
and a few Common Snipe (Capella gallinagd) which linger on 
wet ground if severe weather is delayed. Tramps over moors 
carpeted with bilberry, crowberry, cloudberry and dead 
bracken were similarly unproductive. 

The annual noting of a few Snow-Buntings (Plectrophenax 
nivalis) in winter on the moors of south-east Lancashire by 
Mr. I. Whittaker, prompted Mr. F. Taylor and myself to 
search the district thoroughly, and we found that the saturated 
upland pastures covered with Molinia were often frequented 
by birds, while the drier mat-grass pastures were much less 
so—by birds presumably feeding on fallen grass-seeds. In 
many instances we found the ground below the Molinia 
tussocks littered with uprooted basal husks, the birds having 
extracted and eaten the remainder : a mixture of animal 
and vegetable matter consisting of gall-midge larvae 
(Cecidomyidce) and the plant's core supporting the clusters of 
white maggots. These creatures occur in countless millions 
in most of the Molinia beds examined. Some tufts separated 
and counted yielded an average of ten maggots per haulm, 
but a very large and swollen haulm found on December 7th, 
1932, contained no fewer than thirty-seven larvae in various 
stages of growth. Up to the present, only one species of gall-
midge has turned up from a selection of infested tufts sent 
from various localities in three counties to Mr. H. Britten for 
examination, and this is Oligotrophus ventricolus, Rubs. 

Purple moor-grass has a wide range of forms and habitats 
from about 1,700 feet down to sea-level, and the bulk of 
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it is more or less infested by gall-midge larvae. But the 
plant is much more local than mat-grass and in some parts 
of the Peak it might easily be overlooked. In British Birds, 
December, 1932, I mentioned the Snow-Bunting, Reed-
Bunting (Emberiza schaniclus), Sky-Lark (Alauda arvensis), 
Chaffinch (Fringilla c. Calebs), and Starling (Sturnus vulgaris), 
as birds seen feeding on infested Molinia, and F. Taylor and I 
suspected Rook (Corvus f. frugilegus), Magpie (Pica p. pica) 
and Fieldfare (Turdus pilaris). During the winter of 1932-33 
we confirmed Snow-Bunting, Reed-Bunting and Sky-Lark. 
Magpie, Stock-Dove (Columba anas), Partridge (Perdix p. 
perdix), Yellow Bunting (E. c. citrinella), Twite and Meadow-
Pipit (Anthus pratensis) were new birds proved, while Rook 
and Fieldfare remain suspect—making eleven species known 
by us to feed on the gall-midge larvse, and two species 
suspected of doing so. 

Through inability to find Snow-Buntings in a favourite 
haunt at 1,300 feet during severe frost in February, 1932, 
I imagined that the birds might fly down to the Lancashire 
coast, barely thirty miles away, but Mr. Whittaker suggested 
that some at least may descend to lower ground, as he had 
four records of Snow-Buntings under 1,000 feet during the 
three winters of 1926-29. On January 29th, 1933, F. Taylor 
and I made a discovery which proved conclusively that frost 
may not interfere with the birds and their feeding grounds. 
A large mass of Molinia on Chelburn Moor (900 feet) had 
been fired during the previous autumn ; the bases of the 
tussocks were lying charred and exposed, but they literally 
bristled with haulms packed with live gall-midge larvae, 
and although they had been bound together by days of 
prolonged frost, Buntings and Larks had been pecking into 
them and also roosting close by. 

December and the early part of January, 1933, was ex
ceptionally mild, and in various places in the hills, small 
parties and odd examples of Sky-Lark, Reed-Bunting and 
Yellow Bunting were seen, living on the Molinia ; the two 
latter birds being far above their normal breeding districts. 
On October 23rd, 1932, a flock of fifteen Twites was flushed 
from Molinia at 1,150 feet, close to an old-established nesting 
haunt; on January 6th, 1933, a single Twite was on Chelburn 
Moor at 900 feet, and on March 26th, 1933, Twites were 
working on the fire-blackened tussocks previously mentioned, 
and at the same time Sky-Larks and Meadow-Pipits were 
also feeding there. On this last occasion there were no recent 
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signs of Snow-Buntings ; the weather had been very mild, 
and some Merlins (Falco c. cesalon) were already back at their 
breeding places. We got a few fleeting glimpses of odd 
Merlins on the moors in the middle of winter and on two 
occasions we saw the remains of Snow-Buntings and con
sidered they had been killed and eaten by Merlins. Such 
close-feeding birds would be easy prey on the ground, and 
almost as simple while in the air. 

During the three winters engaged in locating Snow-Buntings, 
F. Taylor and I have never found the birds associating with 
other kinds, and although they may approach the moorland 
farms and fowl-houses when the moor-grass is buried under 
snow and ice, they do not visit them normally. Our ex
perience has been that mild weather on the moors is not to 
their liking, and they seem comparatively inactive on bois
terous days. Last winter we saw only one adult cock 
(December nth)—a fine showy bird with a large amount of 
white on it and quite unlike most of the drab birds we see. 
One bird seen on February 12th, 1933, was very dark and with
out white in the wings ; we might have assumed it to be 
a Snow-Bunting with soiled plumage but we were about 
six feet from it and two streaks of pure white in the tail 
showed that its plumage was clean. 

SNOW-BUNTING ROOSTS.—We have seen much evidence 
of solitary birds roosting under peat-hags and in slight depres
sions by tufts of Molinia on the feeding grounds, and there 
were signs of roosting parties on the steep and sheltered 
clough-sides. While on Blackstone Edge, on December 
25th, 1932, F. Taylor saw a party of twenty-three Snow-
Buntings flying to a hill-top quarry at 1,300 feet, and a short 
time afterwards they flew from the quarry and disappeared. 
Two days later he met a rabbit-snarer on Blackstone Edge 
who had seen a party of " Snowbirds " leave the top quarry 
a week before, and on this day F. Taylor saw the same or 
a similar flock flying to it at 3.30 p.m. It was dull and 
misty at the time, and when the quarry was approached the 
Buntings flew out and vanished. The observer stayed in the 
vicinity until darkness fell but the birds did not return. 
The floor of the quarry was littered with excreta and there was 
no doubt that the quarry was their headquarters and regular 
roosting place. 

As in previous seasons, I heard of many flocks of Snow-
Buntings seen in their typical winter haunts (on Molinia 
grasslands) by gamekeepers and others, but numbers and 
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dates were in doubt or forgotten and therefore of no use, and 
I have only recorded below those which are positive, from the 
following observers, to whom I am grateful for their notes 
and suggestions : Messrs. T. Bell, A. W. Clarke, A. Sheppard, 
E. Southern, F. Taylor and I. Whittaker. 

It will be seen from these records that some of the localities 
are different from those referred to in my previous notes on 
the subject. Snow-Buntings are regular winter visitors to 
many parts of the Pennine Chain, and by first locating Molinia 
beds at a suitable elevation between 1,600 feet and 800 feet, 
observers are sure to find the birds in localities where they are 
at present unknown. In conclusion, I am quite convinced 
that infested Molinia is the chief attraction of our moors to 
small birds in winter and of considerable value to larger birds 
such as Magpie and Partridge, which cling to the uplands 
when they might sustain themselves with ease on lower and 
more sheltered ground. 

Number. 

About 20 

About 15 

1 

1 

1 1 

11 

About 50 

About 50 

23 

4 

1 

Over 20 

3 

Locality. 

Rooley Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Nr. Rooley Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Rooley Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Ashworth Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire 

Blackbank Moor, 
N. Staffordshire. 

Blackbank Moor, 
N. Staffordshire. 

Nr. Cown Edge, 
N.E. Derbyshire. 

Nr. Cown Edge, 
N.E. Derbyshire. 

Quarry, Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes. 

Below Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes. 

Below Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes. 

Quarry, Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes. 

Nr. Charlesworth, 
N.E. Derbyshiie. 

Elevation 
in feet. 

1,300* 

r,35°* 

1,300* 

970* 

i,35°* 

i,35o* 

1,000* 

1,000* 

1,300 

900* 

900* 

1,300 

9 0 0 

Date. 

27.11.32 

11.12.32 

11.12.32 

11.12.32 

15.12.32 

16.12.32 

4.12.32 

6.12.32 

25.12.32 

25.12.32 

27.12.32 

27.12.32 

3.1-33 

Observers. 

A.S. 

A.S. 

F.T.; JA. 

I.W. 

J.A. 

J.A. 

E.S. 

E.S. 

F.T. 

F.T. 

F.T. 

F.T. 

J.A. 
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Number. 

About 40 

1 

3 

About 30 

1 

7 

12 

Locality. 

Raven's Low, 
N. Derbyshire. 

Chelburn Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Below Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes. 

Below Blackstone 
Edge, S.E. Lanes 

Chelburn Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Chelburn Moor, 
S.E. Lancashire. 

Goyt Valley, 
N.E. Cheshire. 

Elevation 
in feet. 

1,400* 

900* 

900* 

900* 

900* 

900* 

1,200* 

Date. 

27-r-33 

29-I-33 

29-T-33 

29-I-33 

12.2.33 

12.2.33 

6.332 

Observers. 

T.B. 

F.T.; J.A. 

F.T.; J.A. 

F.T.; J.A. 

A.W.C.; E.S.; 
F.T.; J.A. 

A.W.C.; E.S.; 
F.T.; J.A. 

T.B. 

* Gall-infested Molinia grows here. 


