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THE HELIGOLAND BIRD OBSERVATORY. 
BY 

W. B. ALEXANDER, M.A„ M.B.O.U. 

HELIGOLAND is chiefly known to English ornithologists 
through the remarkable book by Heinrich Gatke, of which 
an English edition was published in 1895 with the title : 
Heligoland as an Ornithological Observatory. So far as I 
am aware the only account in English of the activities of 
the existing Bird Observatory on Heligoland is that published 
by Mr. Salim AM in The Journal of the Bombay Natural History 
Society, November 15th, 1930, pp. 743-751, which few readers 
of British Birds are likely to have seen. 

With the object of getting first-hand information as to the 
methods employed there, and also in hopes of seeing some of 
the rare migrants for which Heligoland is famed, I visited 
the island in September, 1933, in company with Mr. and Mrs. 
B. W. Tucker, Miss M. Barclay, Mr. H. F. Witherby and 
Mr. H. J. R. Pease. The party was most cordially received 
by Prof. R. Drost, the director of the Bird Observatory, 
and Dr. H. Schildmacher, the assistant director, and was 
given full use of all the resources of the establishment and 
every opportunity to see the methods employed in catching 
and studying migrants. I am also indebted to Dr. Drost 
for many of the facts mentioned in this article and the photo
graphs which illustrate it. 

The Heligoland Bird Observatory (Vogelwarte) is a section 
of the State Biological Institute (Staatliches Biologisches 
Anstalt), which includes also sections of Marine Zoology, 
Marine Botany and Fisheries. These sections are housed in a 
fine building near the shore, which also contains an aquarium 
open to the public, but the Bird Observatory occupies a 
separate building on the cliff. The Institute is financed by 
the Prussian Ministry of Education and provides biological 
courses for students as well as facilities for research workers. 
Students pay a fee of 10 marks for the first week and 5 marks 
for each succeeding week, but they are exempt from the 
municipal tax levied on ordinary visitors to the island and 
can also get reduced fares to and from the island by arrange
ment with the steamship companies. 

The Bird Observatory building contains accommodation for 
the director and his family, offices, a small ornithological 
library, a reference collection of skins, the workshop of the 
taxidermist and a work room for students. In the garden 
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are some small aviaries in which birds can be kept if occasion 
arises. A few hundred yards away is the garden containing 
traps (Fanggarten) in which birds are captured for ringing. 
This garden, which was formerly a small botanic garden and 
contains a variety of trees, shrubs and plants, such as syca
more, elder, hawthorn and briar, is about ioo yards long and 
30 yards broad. Its centre is considerably lower than the 
surrounding country, and in this hollow there is a small water-
lily pond surrounded by sallow-bushes. As this is the 
only surface water on the island it is naturally an attraction 

F I G . I . The ' catching garden ' on Heligoland. 
Photographed by Prof, R. Drost. 

to many birds. The garden is surrounded by a wall about 
nine feet high, surmounted by barbed wire to keep out human 
or feline marauders. Since the island swarms with cats 
which destroy quantities of small birds, this enclosure is 
thus an important sanctuary. The protecting walls also 
give shelter from the wind to the trees and shrubs in the 
garden; the only other trees and shrubs on the island are 
those in gardens in the town where they are sheltered by the 
houses. The catching garden, however, as will be seen in 
figure 1, is outside the town among allotment gardens. 

The garden contains three traps, all on the same principle 
though differing in details of construction, arranged in 
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sequence one behind the other. Each consists of an enclosure 
of small-mesh wire-netting painted green, wide open in front 
but becoming narrower at the back, the last part of the passage 
being at an angle, with its floor sloping upwards. The middle 
of the enclosure is planted with bushes which reach to the 
roof, whilst the netting at the side is largely covered with 
creepers of various species. Several parallel paths lead among 
the bushes from the door of the garden to the entrance of the 
first trap so that people advancing along them tend to drive 
any birds that may be in the bushes into the mouth of the 
trap. The drivers then run forward, beating the bushes, 

F I G . 2. The third t rap in the ' catching garden ' . 
Photographed by Prof. R. Drost. 

and frighten the birds into the narrower part of the enclosure 
where they are shut in by closing a swing door at the point 
where the passage bends. At the narrow end of the passage 
is another small door which leads into the actual trap, in the 
opposite wall of which there is a window. The birds fly to 
this window, the door is dropped behind them and they can 
then easily be removed by hand. 

Some birds usually fly over the first enclosure and take 
refuge in the bushes in front of the second trap, into which 
they may then be driven. If they fly over again they will 
almost certainly fly into the mouth of the third trap, the 
wings of which extend the whole width of the garden and the 
top of which is at a considerably higher level than the tops of 
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the others as the trap itself is on higher ground, A view of 
this trap taken from the far end (figure 2) .may help to make 
this account clearer.* 

In these traps several thousand birds are caught annually. 
The record catch for one day was made on May 14th, 1933, 
when 500 birds were caught and ringed, including 97 Blue-
throats. The birds to be ringed are taken into a small room 
in one corner of the garden, where rings of all sizes in numerical 
order are conveniently arranged on curved wires just above a 
table, on which are kept books in which the. details can be 
entered. As soon as a bird has been ringed it is liberated 
through a trap-door. 

In addition to the birds caught in the garden, by arrange
ment with the coastguard service, the director and not more 
than three assistants are allowed to catch birds on the gallery 
of the lighthouse on nights when birds are attracted to the 
light. Unfortunately during our visit the nights were all 
clear so we did not have the opportunity of witnessing the 
extraordinary scenes which occur on dark nights when the 
atmosphere is humid. Occasionally as many as 1,000 birds 
have been caught at the light in a single night, and ringed and 
liberated in the morning. 

Occasionally also when waders are numerous on the adjacent 
small Dune island an expedition is made there and birds are 
captured in clap-nets set on the beach. 

The greatest number of birds ringed in a year at Heligoland 
up to the present was 7,346 individuals of 93 species in 1930. 
The total number ringed on the island to the end of 1932 was 
45,659 birds of 143 species. It may be mentioned that 421 
species a n d sub-species h a v e been ident i f ied a t He l igo l and , 
the only non-migratory resident being the House-Sparrow, 
all the rest being migrants. 

In addition to the birds ringed on Heligoland itself there 
are eight branch ringing stations (Zweigberingungstellen) in 
Germany where Heligoland rings are used by members of 

* If any reader wishes to construct a t rap of this type I shall be glad to 
give further information on the subject. The exact form of the 
enclosure must depend on the area of land available, the amount of 
cover and other features of the locality. The traps used on Heligoland 
are designed to cope with large numbers of birds in migration rushes 
and are unnecessarily elaborate for situations where scores of birds 
are unlikely to be caught at a time. Herr Schifferli, of the Swiss 
Bird Observatory at Sempach, has devised a simpler form of t rap 
on the Heligoland principle which has been used fairly successfully a t 
Oxford. Mr. Lockley has constructed a t rap of the Heligoland type 
on Skokholm and caught numerous birds in it.—W.B.A. 
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local ornithological or natural history societies. Heligoland 
rings are also supplied to many individual ringers, mostly in 
Germany, but including some in other countries, so that 
the finding of a bird with a Heligoland ring is no evidence that 
it was ringed on Heligoland, Those who report ringed birds 
to the Bird Observatory are supplied with a small map showing 
the positions of ringing and of recovery in cases where these 
are at a distance from one another. Up to the end of 1932 
the total number of birds ringed with Heligoland rings was 
344,304 and the number of recoveries reported 7,651, or 
2.25 percent. 

The Heligoland Biological Station has published an impor
tant Atlas of Bird Migration (cf. antea, Vol. XXV., p. 339), 
and lists of the more interesting recoveries of ringed birds 
since reported have appeared from time to time in Der 
Vogelzug, a quarterly magazine edited jointly by the directors 
of the Heligoland and Rossitten Bird Observatories. 

The large numbers of living individuals of numerous species 
captured for ringing obviously afford opportunities for study 
of various kinds. Before they are liberated many of the birds 
are weighed. For this purpose the bird is slid head-first into 
a transparent celluloid tube, open at each end, just large 
enough to hold it comfortably but to prevent it from strug
gling. A scale and a graded set of these tubes, each with 
its weight marked on it, are kept in the ringing room. 

As far as possible the sex and age of every bird ringed is 
also recorded. In the case of those species in which it is 
commonly said that the young resemble the female or that the 
sexes are similar, very careful study has shown that in many 
cases among Passerine birds the young differ from the adults 
in the shape of the tail-feathers or in the colouring of the wing-
coverts. Dr. Drost has published in Der Vogelzug three 
papers dealing with the methods of distinguishing the sexes 
and ages of the commoner migrants met with on Heligoland. 

In addition to the birds captured, of which of course 
complete records are kept, the whole island is surveyed 
every day and estimates are made of the numbers of each 
species present on the island itself and the surrounding sea. 
Surveys of this kind were begun by Gatke in 1847 and carried 
on by him more or less intermittently until 1887. From the 
date of the establishment of the Bird Observatory by Dr. 
Weigold in 1909 surveys have been carried out much more 
regularly. In 1930 the Heligoland Biological Station 
published a remarkable work by Dr. Weigold entitled Der 
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Vogehug auf Helgoland graphisch dargestettt, containing a 
very large number of diagrams showing for each species the 
dates when it has been observed on the island, the actual 
numbers recorded on each date in years when the records are 
fairly complete and the average number for each date based 
on all available records up to 1925. The total number of 
records utilized in preparing this work was about 67,000. 

Another important publication by Dr. Weigold issued by 
the Station in 1926 is entitled Masse, Gewichte und Zug nach 
Alter und Geschlecht bei Helgolander Zugvogeln. This work 
contains a complete record of the weights of all birds weighed 
on Heligoland up to 1925, with many other published records 
of the weights of the birds included. It is thus by far the 
most important publication that has appeared on this subject. 
In addition it shows for each species the dates on which males 
and females have been recorded on Heligoland in spring and 
the dates on which young birds and adults have been recorded 
in autumn. As is well known, Gatke concluded from his 
observations that in the spring males preceded females, and 
in the autumn young birds preceded adults in all species 
except the Cuckoo. Dr. Weigold finds that even Gatke's own 
records fail to bear out this theory in the case of many species, 
but having adopted it Gatke came to regard early females 
in the spring or adults in autumn as exceptional. In a large 
proportion of the species, however, the exceptions are so 
numerous as to invalidate the rule. 

In this account of some of the field work accomplished on 
Heligoland I have had to deal almost entirely with what has 
already been published, but important observations of many 
kinds are still in progress, notably the study of the physiologi
cal state of migrants which is being carried on by Dr. 
Schildmacher with the aid of a special grant from the Prussian 
Ministry of Agriculture. 


