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A CENSUS OF WATER-BIRDS ON THE 
HIGHGATE AND KENWOOD PONDS. 

BY 

JULIAN S. H U X L E Y AND ALAN T. BEST. 
THIS census was undertaken during the six months' period 
from New Year's Day to the end of June, 1934. Observations 
were made on the water-birds on the communicating chain of 
ponds in Kenwood and Highgate, on the east side of Hampstead 
Heath. There are in all nine bodies of water, three in Ken
wood and six on the Heath, which we shall refer to as K1-3 
and Hi-6 respectively. Ki is a very small pool overhung by 
shrubbery ; K2 is a good-sized pond with a large growth of 
yellow and white water-lilies, open to the north and bordered 
by the wood of Kenwood to the south. K3 is similar in 
situation but has less cover and fewer rushes along its banks. 
Hi is a smaller pond, with dense rush cover at its upper end, 
a path along its lower end. H2 is larger ; it again has a mass 
of rushes at its upper end and above these is a stretch of moist 
grass with a stream running through it, much frequented by 
feeding Moorhens. At its lower end is the women's bathing-
place. H3 is of about the same size, with rushes almost all 
round its banks ; a rushy embayment leads from its south
west corner up to a stretch of moist grass with a stream. 
Observation is difficult on this pond. H4 is larger, is the 
model yachtsmen's pond, and has no cover of any description 
on its banks, which are everywhere accessible to the public. 
H5 is of about the same size, and contains the men's bathing-
place. It has a path along either end, but shrubbery along 
the east bank and a growth of rush, iris, etc., along the west 
bank. H6 is again one of the larger ponds. It has no rushy 
cover, but the west and south and part of the east banks are 
overhung with trees, and the public does not have access here. 
On the east are two small bays with trees. 

The species noted were eight in number, as follows : Mute 
Swan (Cygnus olor) ; Mallard (Anas p. platyrhyncha); Pochard 
(Nyroca f. ferina) ; Tufted Duck (N. fuligula) ; Coot (Fulica 
a. atra) ; Moorhen (Gallinula ch. chloropus) ; Black-headed 
Gull (Larus r. ridibundus) ; Common Gull (L. c.'canus) ; Dab-
chick (Podiceps r. ruficollis). Visits were most frequently 
made between 8 and 9.15 a.m, but also at various other times ; 
whenever possible all ponds were visited on any one occasion. 
The number of visits was 33, including 25 occasions on which 
all the ponds were visited. By months, the visits were as 
follows (number of visits comprising all ponds in brackets 
after the totals) :— 

January ... 9 (5) April ... 2 (2) 
February ... 7 (6) May ... 4 (4) 
March ... 8 (7) June ... 4 (2) 
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On two occasions, one in January and one in February, the 
ponds on the west side of the Heath were also visited. Un
avoidable absences from London reduced the number of 
visits after the end of March. Whenever possible both ob
servers were present, armed with binoculars. 

The number given for Swans is complete, and for the 
various Duck species approximately so, at any rate until 
April, when the herbage began to provide more cover where 
birds could remain unnoticed. Those for Coots are also 
probably almost complete, but those for Moorhens are inevit
ably below the actual, since it is very easy to overlook in
dividuals of this species among the rushes, or when they stray 
into the shrubbery to feed : nevertheless the figures show 
perfectly definite trends for this species too. No attempt 
was made to assess the precise numbers of the Gulls. 

The chief facts revealed have been the surprising amount 
of movement shown by all the species observed; the con
tinued decrease of some species, such as Moorhens, during the 
period of observation; the small number of young produced 
by most species; and the changes noted in the sex-ratio of the 
Ducks. 

It will be best to take the species in order. 
i . GULLS.—Very few words will be needed here The 

figures given are in this case only approximate, as only 
estimates were made, not accurate counts. 

Up to February 7th Gulls were abundant, totalling roughly 
from 75 or 80 up to 350 or so. In this period they averaged 
200-250, except for the period January 10th to 14th inclusive, 
when they showed a sharp temporary decrease to below 100. 
From February n t h on they began to decrease, averaging 
below 150 in the latter part of February, and never reaching 
100 after March 1st. Between March 15th and 21st the final 
main exodus occurred, leaving only stragglers. The last 
Gull, a single bird, was noted on April 8th. 

The Gulls almost all belonged to the Black-headed species 
[L. ridibundus). The first note of birds with dark heads 
occurs on February 27th, but we may not have recorded this 
precisely. By March 1st many were in breeding plumage. 

No Gulls were ever noted on the Kenwood ponds (K1-3), 
and they were always few on Hi and H2. The most 
favoured pond was H6. H4 was also constantly favoured, 
but with fewer numbers. H5 sometimes had many birds, 
sometimes few or none, and the same was true of H3, where, 
too, on the whole the numbers were lower. There was great 
mobility, numbers often leaving and arriving in the space of 
a few hours. 

Common Gulls (L. canus) were also present, both in adult 
and immature plumage. They were noted sporadically : on 
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some days none were present, on others up to 10 or 12. The 
last was seen on March 15th. 

2. SWANS (C. olor).—The total of Swans was at its highest in 
January, reaching 19 : considerable mobility was in evidence 
between the various ponds. On one occasion (January 14th) 
9 others were noted on the five Hampstead ponds, making 28 
Swans present on the Heath south of the Spaniards road. 
Only 3 were present on these five ponds on February 6th. 
In the last week of January the number on the Highgate side 
fell to the lower level of 12, which it kept with slight fluctu
ations and with some mobility between different ponds until 
the beginning of the fourth week in February. After a brief 
fall to 9, the total remained constant at n until the end of 
March, with much diminished mobility. From then on to 
the end of June it has oscillated between n and 13, with 
considerable mobility. 

A curious feature was the small amount of territorial 
hostility on some of the ponds. Another was the fact that on 
certain ponds only a single bird took up its quarters, in spite 
of others harbouring more than a pair. 

As regards the first point, I may cite H6. Here in early 
January there were 8 birds, including one in immature 
plumage. After the middle of the month the number 
dropped to 7, with one day when only 6 were present. The 
immature bird was still present, and continued to be so later 
in February when the numbers dropped to 4 (and to 2 on one 
occasion), and again in March, when they rose to 6. By 
early April the number was again 4, at which it remained until 
the end of June save for one occasion when it was 6. The 
immature bird was present until mid-May, but after this all 
birds noted were adults. Very little fighting or hostility was 
seen except on the part of one pair during March, and the 
result of it was merely to reduce the numbers from 6 to 4. 
No nest was even attempted on this pond. 

As regards the second point, Hi is relevant. Here again 
a pair of birds was present until January 19th ; then none 
(1 on two occasions) until March 1st ; then until the end of 
June a single bird (which was absent on one day in April). 

The birds that tried to nest were a pair on H5. They 
started to build a nest during March, and a bird was seen 
sitting on it during May ; but either no eggs were laid or they 
were stolen. On this pond a mated pair, presumably the 
same throughout, was seen on every visit during the whole 
period, except for one occasion in early February, when only 
one bird was present, and one in late February, when an extra 
bird, apparently from H6, was present. 

A pair had successfully reared a brood on H3 in 1933, but 
this year Swans were absent from this pond on all visits 
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except four—one bird once in late February and a pair once in 
March and twice in May. On K2 a pair early took up their 
abode, and both showed intense territorial behaviour towards 
other species of birds and towards human beings. However 
they appear not even to have built, and changed their quarters 
to K3. Towards the end of June they were again on K2, but 
evinced no aggressiveness. 

3. DUCKS.—Here the Mallard (A. platyrhyncha) is by far 
the most abundant species (59 to 221 individuals) with Tufted 
Duck (N. fuligula) next (0 to 50) and Pochard (N. fcrina) last 
(o to 14). No other species were noted. The curves for all 
species are irregular. The maximum for Mallard was in mid-
January, that for Tufted in late March. Pochard disappeared 
entirely by the end of March, Tufted before mid-May (apart 
from stragglers later). No Tufted bred on the ponds this 
year, though, as usual, a number of Mallard reared young. 
A spell of severe weather in late January caused a simul
taneous increase in all three species. After that , from 
February 1st to April 1st, there was a marked inverse cor
relation between the number of Mallard and of Tufted (the 
number of Pochard roughly following those of Tufted). After 
this the numbers of both species fell simultaneously and 
markedly. 

The fall marked the end of the presence of the Tufted for 
the season (except for a few stragglers later), but was followed 
by a rise for the Mallards. 

Throughout the period the sexes were counted separately 
for Tufted Duck and Pochard, and from the beginning of 
March for Mallard. With Tufted Duck and Pochard there 
was an interesting positive correlation between total number 
observed and high male sex-ratio up to the end of February. 
After this period, however, the correlation disappeared. This 
is shown in the following Table. 

Number of Jan. i—Feb. 28th Mar. zst-end of June 
birds observed 
on the 9 ponds fc $$ per Totah & J per 

at one visit 100 birds 100 birds 
0-10 6 33.3 18 55.5 
11-20 68 42.6 19 52.6 
21-30 88 56.8 131 54.2 
31 and over 180 57.8 138 49.3 

The same correlation appeared to exist in the Pochard, 
though here the numbers were too few to be sure. The 
figures to the end of February were as follows :— 

Less than 10 birds seen at a visit, total, 39 ; percentage $$, 
27.7. More than 10 seen at a visit, total, 25 ; percentage <$$, 
68.0. Hardly any Pochard were seen after this. 
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Unfortunately, as mentioned, the sexes of Mallard were not 
noted separately during the period up to February 28th. 
After this date the most noticeable feature was a rise in the 
male sex-ratio irrespective of numbers. This rise was slow, from 
March 3rd to April 8th (from an average of about 50 to one 
of about 53 per cent., ranging between 49 and 56 percent, on 
separate days), then (after a period when no observations 
were made) a rise to about 70 per cent, during the first half 
of May (ranging from 64-75 per cent.), then a fall to about 
60 per cent. 

During this period from March 1st to early April there 
was no change in the sex-ratio with change in the number of 
birds present. This varied from 104 to 155 per visit, and the 
male percentage was identical at 51.9 for the group 100 to 130 
per visit and that of 130-160 per visit. In May, as already 
recorded, the male sex-ratio had markedly increased ; and 
this change was correlated with a sharp drop in numbers, 
these ranging from 58 to 86 per visit during the month. In 
spite of the high male sex-ratio, the total number of males 
present at one time was reduced in May (average 47 per visit, 
as against 70 for March and 59 (2 visits) for April). 

By mid-June a number of males were moulting into eclipse 
plumage, and towards the end of the month it was often im
possible to be sure of the sexes. 

These facts would appear to indicate (a) a considerable 
mobility of both sexes of Mallards in this region from March 
onwards, (b) a progressive departure of birds, of both sexes 
but first and predominantly females, which began early in 
March but only became marked by the middle of April. 
Presumably the birds were scattering to more suitable breed
ing grounds, and those that remained included a large pro
portion of non-breeding males. The state of affairs thus 
reached continued unchanged during May. 

Comparatively few families seem to have been raised, and 
the mortality among these was usually severe. The maximum 
number of families seen on one visit was 12 (June 23rd), and 
the numbers of families with different number of young were 
as follows :— 

Numbers of young per family ... 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Numbers of families ... ... 2 2 1 4 2 1 

4. COOTS (F. atra).—This species shows the phenomenon of 
rapid rise from hardly any birds to a higher level, followed by 
a fall to an intermediate in the actual breeding-season. The 
numbers rose almost without a break from 1 in early January 
to 12 in mid-February. Then, until March 21st, they showed 
a slight and oscillating decline to 8 or 9, followed by a sudden 
decline to 5 or 6, at which level the population remained until 
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mid-May. By the end of the month the numbers had fallen 
once more to 3 (excluding the one brood of young birds), and 
finally only to this one family, of 2 adults and 5 young. 

The first signs of hostility between birds was noted on 
January 23rd on H3. By February 3rd this same pond har
boured a flock of 6, which fed and swam amicably together. 
This state of affairs continued for over a month, the numbers 
going up to 7 and 8 by the arrival of single birds during the 
fourth week in February. In the first week of March a pair 
had separated from the flock, and on March n t h one of the 
pair was constructing a nest. The flock, now reduced to 4, 
left between March 21st and 27th, leaving the pair. Young 
were first seen on May n t h . The family remained on H3 
until June 23rd, but by June 29th had moved to H4 in spite 
of its bare banks. 

The state of affairs on H3 was peculiar. A single bird had 
appeared here early in January. By January 23rd it was 
joined by a second, and the pair remained here until March 3rd, 
with the curious exception of February 21st, when no Coots 
were present on any of the Kenwood ponds. We were sure 
that this pair was intending to nest here, when on March n t h 
we found that they were no longer present. They did not 
appear again; a single bird on May 3rd and two on May 6th, 
like a single bird on K2 on April 5th, being undoubtedly 
other birds on the move. It is possible that K3 was aban
doned at the approach of the nesting-season on account of 
its lack of suitable nesting-sites ; but if so it is hard to see 
why the pair did not simply move over to K2, which was 
unoccupied by others of the species and apparently very 
favourable for nesting. 

H2 harboured a pair on most visits from February 21st to 
May 3rd, often with one or two odd birds in addition. The 
hen was observed incubating on May 3rd, but after this the 
birds disappeared (a single bird noted on May 30th being 
presumably a straggler). 

The late staking-out of territory and small amount of 
breeding in this area is peculiar. 

5. MOORHENS (G. chloropus).—A surprisingly large popu
lation of Moorhens is carried by these ponds in winter, the 
maximum observed being over 80, an average of over 9 per 
pond. As one pond (H4) is unsuitable for Moorhens with 
its bare banks, and was never seen to harbour more than two 
Moorhens (once, and one bird twice), and another (Ki) is 
extremely small and usually held only one pair (3 birds twice), 
the number for the more favourable ponds is nearly 12 per 
pond. It is, furthermore, certain that a few birds were 
overlooked, so that we may reasonably put the maximum 
present at about go, or about 13 per favourable pond. For 
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the whole of January, and the first week of February (ex
cluding one day unfavourable for observation), the total seen 
ranged between 71 and 82, averaging over 76. 

For the next period, up to March n t h , the numbers were 
almost as high—64 to 79, with average of just under 72 
(again excluding one daj' with bad visibility). Then came a 
distinct drop for the period to the end of the first week in 
April, the total keeping close at or under 70 with average 66 
(excluding two days when owing to wind or other reasons 
many of the birds were apparently skulking in shelter). When 
observations were resumed in early May the numbers had 
fallen to between 40 and 45 (average 42.5) and a further drop 
was noted in late May and June to 25-35 (average just under 
30). Young birds of the year are not included in these figures. 

FIG. 1.—Population of Moorhens (scale on left) and of Swans 
and Coots (scale on right) on the Highgate and Kenwood ponds in 
1934. The 4 points joined to the main Moorhen graph by dotted 
lines represent observations taken in unfavourable conditions, 
and therefore likely to be well below the actual number present. 

F I G . 2.—Population of Mallard (scale on left) and of Tufted Duck 
and Pochard (scale on right) on the Highgate and Kenwood 
ponds in 1934. Inset, the percentage of male birds in the Mallard 
population during the period March to June inclusive : X , single 
observations ; © means. 
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On one occasion (February 6th) the five ponds on the Hamp-
stead (south and west) side of the Heath were visited and 
23 Moorhens seen, making 97 birds for the Heath south of 
the Spaniards road. 

Among the Moorhens again, although fights were not 
infrequent, hostility and territorial behaviour in general 
seemed to be both later in onset and less in amount than in 
more normal environments. 

The amount of nesting was also small. One nest on H6 
was robbed. The total number of hatched broods noted was 
5, one on each of the five highest ponds (K1-3, H1-2). The 
number of surviving young per brood at the end of June was 
three in 1 brood, two in 3 broods, one in 1 brood. 

A marked peculiarity of this species appears to be its very 
large variation in size, some adults appearing roughly about 
twice the weight of others. Ki was tenanted by a " dwarf " 
pair, both members of which were far below normal bulk. 

The most peculiar fact in regard to this species appears to us 
to be the progressive reduction in numbers in a series of steps, 
the drops occurring about February 7th, March 12tb.-1.4th, mid-
April, and mid-May. The most marked drop was during April. 

DABCHICK (P. ruficollis).—One was seen on March 31st on 
H3. No Herons (Ardea c. cinerea) or Kingfishers (Alcedo a. 
ispida) were noted during these visits, although Herons have 
been seen in other years, and Kingfishers reported by ob
servers of our acquaintance. 

We may conclude with some brief notes on interesting 
species other than water-birds noted by us on our visits. 
Carrion-Crows (Corvus c. corone) were common during most of 
the period. Magpies (Pica p. pica), Greater Spotted Wood
peckers (Dryobates major anglicus) and Stock-Doves (Columba 
anas) noted in Kenwood. Redwings (Turdus musicus) were 
noted, sometimes warbling, until March 21st. A Lesser 
Whitethroat (Sylvia c. curruca) was heard singing in Kenwood 
on June 23rd, and another during late June and early July. 
Green Woodpeckers (Picus viridis) were occasionally noted 
near H5. A family of Long-tailed Tits (Mgithalus c. roseus) 
was seen on February n t h , a Coal-Tit was seen in 
Kenwood on April 4th, on May 3rd a Garden-Warbler (Sylvia 
borin) in song and a pair of Whinchats (Saxicola r. rubetra) 
were seen by Hi and a Sedge-Warbler (Acrocephalus schceno-
bcenus) was seen and heard singing by H2. 

In conclusion we would say that, while we realize that 
these data are very incomplete, and that it is difficult to draw 
many conclusions from them, they show that an organized 
investigation by a number of observers of the water-bird 
population of Central London could not fail to yield interesting 
results. 

12tb.-1.4th

